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ABSTRACT

DREAMKEEPERS AT THE GATE: CULTURALLY RELEVANT AND RESPONSIVE
PEDAGOGY IN THE COMMUNITY COLLEGE CLASSROOM
Stephanie A. Whalen, Ed.D.
Department of Leadership, Educational Psychology and Foundations
Northern Illinois University, 2016
Joseph Flynn, Director

This study was inspired by Gloria Ladson-Billings’s work on culturally relevant
pedagogy, which examined the common conceptions and shared aims of “Dreamkeepers”
who were identified as particularly effective instructors of African American students. In
addition to exploring the dispositions of Dreamkeeper faculty at the community college, the
instructional practices of these faculty members were analyzed using the descriptive
characteristics of culturally responsive pedagogy according to Geneva Gay. The implications
of the study include deeper understanding of culturally relevant pedagogy and cultural
integrity as foundations for cultural responsiveness in the community college classroom.
These concepts are clarified through qualitative analyses of the data from interviews and
observations of faculty, followed by collaborative interpretation sessions with faculty, staff,
and administrators at the research site. The findings show a variety of culturally relevant and
responsive dispositions and pedagogical approaches that offer engaging and supportive
environments for students from diverse backgrounds. Ways to identify and develop
characteristics of culturally relevant and responsive pedagogy for the recruitment and training
of community college faculty members are also explored as efforts to support the American
dreams of freedom and social mobility.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION: FRAMING THE NEED FOR DREAMKEEPERS

The American Civil Rights movement of the 1960s was largely fueled by the national
and international media coverage of law enforcement officials responding to non-violent
protests with brutality; video and broadcast technologies awakened Americans to the
hostilities of attack dogs, fire hoses, police batons, tear gas, and firearms and made an
embarrassment of the angry, White counter-protestors who were “screaming and yelling and
looking hideous and squaring off as a mob” against peaceful demonstrators (Cornish, 2013).
Today, a new civil rights movement has been incited by the videos taken from cell phones of
individual citizens—primarily of incidents involving the harassment, assault, and even killing
of people of color. This disturbing footage and related stories going viral on social media have
made the general public more aware of the ongoing dangers of being Black in America, a
reality that has taken a large proportion of White Americans a long time to understand
(Younge, 2014).
The Black Lives Matter (Webley, 2016) movement is generating awareness and
change in response to brutality towards people of color, particularly African Americans.
Throughout the history of the United States, people of color have struggled under the
oppression of White privilege and cultural hegemony that allows schools to socialize
individuals and groups toward fear and bias of the “other,” which is most often characterized
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as brown-skinned. The educational experiences of Americans in the educational institutions of
this country lead directly to the biases that result in the actions of violence towards people of
color, including murder. Many police officers using deadly force in these controversial
incidents and those analyzing the use of such force would not identify biases as a factor
because they were socialized in a system that perpetuates “dysconscious” racism, or
“internalized ideologies” reflecting “limited or distorted understandings about inequity and
cultural diversity” that influence their thoughts and behaviors (King, 1991).
No matter how uncomfortable it may be, Americans have to realize that in these
moments when freedoms, dignity, and lives are lost, racism is at play in our society and its
systems. In the second that it takes to pull a trigger, the perceptions informing whether the
person at the other end of the gun is a threat and the interpretations of his words, movements,
breaths, and even muscle tension is filtered through a lens that filters his role, worth, and
intentions in this world. Police officers have a right to shoot when their lives are in danger,
but the determination of whether one is in danger so heavily depends on one’s thoughts and
feelings in that space. The American institution of Black slavery and the Civil War were not
that long ago, the Civil Rights Movement was even more recent, and desegregation was just
decades ago. We function as a product of that recent history, and we need to be fully aware of
that in order to work towards true freedom and justice for all. American public schools are
complicit in perpetuating social inequalities as the institutions that acculturate the individuals
and groups that compose society, but they also serve as the most promising institutions for
affecting change. In order to harness this opportunity, educators must employ relevant and
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responsive pedagogy to free us all from the constricting notions of our past and accelerate our
progress towards a more just society with hope for the future.
Schools have the potential to transform students, making them aware of the inequities
and injustices of society and transforming them into critical thinkers and social justice
advocates. My personal journey illustrates this opportunity. It wasn’t until college that I had
my first class on the history of race and cultural relations, which was also my first experience
being taught by a person of color. In sharing his experience of being pulled over in
Champaign-Urbana by the police for being a Black man driving a luxury car, Dr. James D.
Anderson was assuming that everyone in his Education Policy Studies course understood this
as a regular inconvenience of “driving while Black” in a Midwestern town. I was certainly
disturbed to hear about this harassment of my professor, so I asked him, “Dr. Anderson, why
don’t you write a letter to the police department and explain what happened?” He turned his
head towards the side, let out an amused chuckle and then let the class, largely students of
color who understood, pause to reflect on the naïve, though earnest question from the
undergrad with the befuddled blue eyes. My experience being pulled over by the police had
been completely different. I remembered driving home from work one night in my parents’
car and being pulled over for speeding. I was in high school, so I explained to the officer that I
was rushing home to do my homework. He warned me to be more careful, and I went on my
way without a ticket. It was hard for me to relate to the indignities Dr. Anderson had been
suffering when all my experiences with police officers had been supportive and friendly. I
was in disbelief.
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That class was just the beginning; my critical consciousness was unfolding as our
system’s failures were becoming apparent to me through a multitude of other narratives,
articles, videos, and discussions about oppressive ideologies and structures perpetuating larger
inequalities and human suffering. I remember listening to Dr. Anderson describe long hours
picking tomatoes for five cents a basket, learning about restaurants and car rental companies
being found to have discriminatory practices, and discovering the long history of what I was
taught was called institutionalized racism—a term Dr. Anderson told us was coined by
Stokely Carmichael, a leader in the civil rights movement of the 1960s. He showed us the
PBS Eyes on the Prize series, and I was shocked to learn that the leader of the Black Panther
party, Fred Hampton, was murdered in his bed during a police raid (Hampton, Vecchione,
Fayer, Else, & Bond, 1992). This was all completely new and intriguing information to me.
Dr. Anderson even brought in author and historian James Loewen, author of Lies My Teacher
Told Me, to give us the counter narrative to much of what we had learned about our nation.
Both White students and students of color were becoming meaningfully engaged in our
education and in our society by developing critical lenses. We continued to ask questions. I
went on to take another course with Dr. Anderson and had courses that dramatically expanded
my understanding of the world such as a course on comparative education with the late Dr. M.
Mobin Shorish from Afghanistan and courses on multicultural literature with Dr. Rosalinda
Barrera and teaching diverse students with Dr. Arlette Ingram Willis. The experiences in Dr.
Anderson’s courses on race and cultural education combined with these other courses and
learning experiences centered on diversity issues prepared me to approach teaching as an
endeavor through which I would actively continue to gain awareness, plan for, and respond to
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the needs of my diverse students. Without these courses, diverse faculty, and counter
narratives, I would never have grown beyond the vantage of my own experiences and would
have been an unknowing agent of racial and cultural hegemony.

Sociopolitical Context

An essential outcome of an education in a democratic nation is for students to prepare
to participate in society. In the ideal form, democracy allows great freedom for individual and
collective action, supports equality, and identifies how to best satisfy human needs (Noddings,
2010). Democratic government purports to be for the people and by the people. The United
States is founded on democratic principles, but the majority of Americans continue to struggle
for equity as the nation’s unequal wealth distribution leaves the U.S. with more poverty than
other industrialized nations (Shor & Pari, 2000). A system that allows so much poverty
among the people is certainly not for the people, and when people cannot fully participate in
the government because they lack the literacy skills to do so, the government is not by the
people. The ever-expanding market culture puts private aims above public aims, leaving the
top 1% of the population with wealth equivalent to the bottom 95% (West, 2001). As this
wealth accumulation by a small percentage of the population grows and the resources of
greater numbers dwindle, preparing future citizens for democratic participation and
empowering them to mobilize for collective action become increasingly important. Those
from historically oppressed and disenfranchised groups, particularly African Americans,
struggle the most to gain access to an empowering education.
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Education matters much more now than it once did for determining one’s place in the
U.S. economy, with educational success more tightly linked to class and the class structure,
which is largely tied to race and ethnicity (Class Matters, 2005). Educational attainment too
frequently relies on an inherited meritocracy in which one’s resources determine one’s
preparedness to succeed, with our institutions of higher education perpetuating the class
structure where they should provide access to social mobility (Michaels, 2006.) Education in
the United States is supposed to be a public good, but the large disparity in resources provided
to public schools in poor and urban areas where there are high concentrations of students of
color leaves some schools with few resources compared to predominately White, affluent
areas. As descendants of a long history of institutionalized discrimination, minority groups
suffer the most with decrepit schools (Kozol, 1991). In addition, where students’ basic needs
for safety and security are not met inside nor outside of school, students are unable to engage
in learning (Kotlowitz, 2013). Communities struggling with inadequate healthcare and too
few jobs that provide a living wage are overwhelmed with trying to survive, often leaving
little time or energy for education (West, 2001).
In America, the ranks of the middle class are getting thinner. The real wages of all
American workers have declined nearly 20% since 1973, leading to a growing underclass who
need a large-scale public awakening and intervention to gain increased access to basic social
goods such as housing, food, healthcare, education, childcare, and jobs (West, 2001). Ideals
of democracy and freedom must be invoked as catalysts for another major movement toward
civil rights, with schools as the institutions cultivating critical awareness and inspiring social
action among students and their communities. Schools provide an opportunity for people to

7
come together in our common humanity with the quest for a free and just society as our
guiding principle.

Theoretical Framework

There are many existing theories central to reforming schools so that they may serve
humanity as socializing institutions designed to promote critical engagement and ongoing
social progress. Critical pedagogy, critical race theory, and culturally relevant and responsive
pedagogy are particularly relevant to these aims.

Critical Pedagogy

Schools must provide an opportunity to engage students in personal and political
agency to identify and resist systems of oppression. As major socializing institutions, the
culture of schools should facilitate full engagement in development of democratic principles.
Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970/2000) calls educators to align classroom
practice with democratic theory so that learning will reflect egalitarian ideals. Freire
advocated a problem-posing approach to education in which students would develop a critical
consciousness of freedom to identify and evaluate oppressive structures and work towards
praxis, or further reflection and transformative action. The goal of this critical pedagogy is to
help students to read the world as part of a broader struggle for agency, social action, justice,
and democracy (Giroux, 2010). In this critical approach, the vocation of educators is to
strengthen humanity through empowerment and liberation of individuals, leading to a more
equitable and just society.
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Community schools are essential in order for educators to have the freedom to utilize
curricular and pedagogical approaches to promote critical awareness and social justice.
Schools controlled by power groups at the top of the social hierarchy advance competitive,
market mentalities over ideologies of equal distribution of power and resources (Apple,
2000). With the goal of maintaining the status quo, these market-driven schools do not
consider critical consciousness and social mobility as priorities but rather simply seek to
produce graduates to fill jobs that sustain the current structure. On the other hand, a critical,
participatory pedagogy promotes sharing of power, respecting differences, creating
knowledge collaboratively, and building dialogue mutually to strive for more a more just
society (Shor & Pari, 2000). Deeper conversations and fuller considerations are needed; oneway lectures stemming from unilateral authority, Eurocentric canons and patriarchal
underpinnings will not engage students in critical thought, dialogic learning, or truly
democratic ideals. Students who are most disenfranchised by the social stratification within
the United States will not engage in an educational process in which the realities of their
experiences are ignored (MacLeod, 1995). Students from all backgrounds can deeply engage
in the cultivation of a critical awareness of the injustices that prevail, if given an opportunity.
Although it would be ideal to expose students to critical pedagogies sooner, higher
education can be a time for deep awakening. College students are not yet fully formed as
social beings and may still be steered towards sympathy for social inequities and a life of
civic responsibility (Delbanco, 2012). Many are at a stage of inquiry and open-mindedness
that allows them to be moved to work for social justice as shown by the large-scale
involvement of students from a variety of backgrounds and from across the country in the
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American Civil Rights protests in the 1960s (Nelson, 2014). College students were integral in
organizing and participating in marches, boycotts, and sit-ins that accelerated progress; their
eagerness and determination were the driving forces that kept the movement going (Morgan
& Davies, 2012). Students and youth in general have the advantage of open-mindedness and a
desire for fairness that make them well-suited to standing up for social equality; with
exposure to models in which public goods such as quality education and affordable healthcare
are made available to all, students are likely to join in a movement towards equity. Faculty at
the college level must embrace critical pedagogy as a natural way to inspire critical thinking
and deep engagement for students as essential members of the democratic society.
There can be no empowerment and mobilization of students without an initial deep
level of engagement. Development of a critical approach has often come in response to social
conditions and structures that, as Dewey stated in the classic Democracy and Education, led
to a “felt problem” that had direct relevance to students’ lives. Students can more readily
become motivated to learn when they perceive the issues at hand to be of meaning to their
own lives and the society in which they live. Critical pedagogy is an educational approach
that illuminates the uneven power relations largely obstructed by the dominant class in favor
of questioning the way things are and imagining alternatives (Shor & Pari, 2000). This ability
to question and challenge is particularly important to students who have perceived inequalities
and need to be able to connect their environment to their school experience. Critical pedagogy
is also an educational movement, guided by passion and principle, to help students develop
the emerging consciousness of liberation, recognize authoritarian structures, and connect
knowledge to power and the ability to take constructive action (Giroux, 2010). This approach
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to engaging diverse students by examining the social stratification and hegemonic structures
relevant to their lives offers a means to explore possibilities for progress that are meaningful
to students (Sleeter & Bernal, 2004). Engaging young people in the spirit of a critical
democracy means equipping them with the knowledge, passion, civic capacities, public
values, and social responsibility needed for addressing the problems affecting the students as
individuals and members of communities (Giroux, 2010).
A neutral approach to education in which the current systems in place go unchallenged
not only maintains the status quo, but also disengages students who bear witness to inequities
and suffering, particularly those who experience the most marginalization (Howard, 2006). In
order to draw diverse students into the conversation, an awareness and acknowledgement of
what is real to their experience is essential. It is impossible to understand issues of equity
without a clear picture of society’s unequal cultural, economic, and political dynamics (Apple,
2000). By the time many students get to college, they have little tolerance for the myth of the
just and equitable systems in an America when these systems are largely driven by profits
over equity (Bowles & Gintis, 2011). This is particularly true for students who have
experienced or witnessed related suffering. Students of marginalized groups also struggle to
engage in teaching that espouses faulty notions of color blindness and even playing fields
(Bonilla-Silva, 2013). Most students are not able to authentically participate in an educational
environment in which their histories and present realities are absent. Students of all
backgrounds will be more inclined to respond to teaching that addresses the complex nature
of race, ethnicity, and culture that speaks to what they know through their lived experience
(Howard, 2003). Even students who have not experienced marginalization will be more likely
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to engage in an educational approach that allows them to become more aware of and critically
examine what they have seen evidence of in their environment. Teaching is not a neutral act
(Ayers, Hunt, & Quinn, 1998; Freire, 1985), and educators must be willing to critically reflect
on these social complexities both as individuals and as facilitators of meaningful learning.
Critical pedagogy serves as a powerfully engaging approach that provides students
with an opportunity to critically examine current social structures that maintain inequities and
perpetuate human suffering and to work together towards social justice (Shor & Pari, 2000).
However, embracing the ideals of social justice as a teaching philosophy is not enough;
faculty members must use pedagogical approaches that are effective for engaging diverse
students in order to harness the potential of a critically engaging approach (Ladson-Billings,
2009). In addition, most literature in critical pedagogy does not directly address race,
ethnicity, or gender (Sleeter & Bernal, 2004). When class is considered to be the main axis of
oppression, the intersectionality of class and race, in which both were intertwined and
acquired meaning over time, can be eclipsed (Powell & Menendian, 2013). When not
addressing differences of race in the classroom, teachers are unwittingly disregarding one of
the most salient features of a student’s identity (Ladson-Billings, 2009). Constructions of race
must be critically examined in order to fully illuminate educational and structural inequalities.
Without the consideration of the role that race plays in our society and its institutions, it is
impossible to work towards progress.
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Critical Race Theory

Critical race theory (CRT) in education is a framework that identifies the role of race
and racism in U.S. education and works toward the elimination of racism along with other
forms of subordination such as gender, class, and sexual orientation (Matsuda, Lawrence,
Delgado, & Crenshaw, 1993). Attempts to claim that America is a post-racial society threaten
to invalidate the role that race continues to play in all aspects of civilization. CRT as a social
paradigm seeks to end all forms of subordination by explicitly addressing the intersectionality
of racism, classism, sexism, and other forms of oppression (Sleeter & Bernal, 2004). This
framework emphasizes contextual and historical descriptions over abstract or inaccurate ones
in order to challenge Eurocentric epistemologies and dominant ideologies. As an analytical
framework, CRT can deepen understanding of educational barriers and make it clear that
education is property that is considered a social good in theory but is not truly made available
as such in practice (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). Access to education may have improved,
but the quality of the education is limited. Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995), in their
application of CRT to education, show that schools in which the majority are poor and/or
people of color receive the least rights to educational property such as facilities, materials,
technology, highly prepared teachers, and other resources. CRT fosters a critical approach that
validates the racialized society and schooling students experience rather than minimizing it.
Many of the approaches to multicultural education do not promote a direct challenge
to Eurocentric paradigms and tend not to encourage students to consider social reconstruction
(Sleeter & Grant, 1994). These forms of multicultural education tend to focus on the
acknowledgement and inclusion of diverse cultures but do not delve into the related social
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issues. In sharp contrast, through the use of counter-story, CRT brings stories of the oppressed
to the forefront as a direct challenge to racism and institutional discrimination (Gay, 2010).
Merely adding other cultures to the curriculum is not a corrective for racism, nor does it lead
to a critical examination of the relationships between dominant and subordinate groups. An
educational experience in which students learn about society through an analysis of historic
and contemporary imperialism and institutionalized discrimination will allow them to
challenge and ultimately disrupt racism (Sleeter & Bernal, 2004). In the current education
system, students in the greatest academic need are least likely to have access to educational
opportunities that include voices and perspectives relevant to their life experiences. CRT
challenges the status quo through counter-storytelling as a central pedagogical tool (Sleeter &
Bernal, 2004). Information and narratives that have been left out of schooling are shared in an
environment where discourse is inclusive of multiple ways of interacting and making
meaning. The framework of CRT brings ideological clarity and a more sophisticated
understanding of oppression, culture, and difference that will help educators construct
curricula, instruction, and interactional patterns that are culturally relevant and responsive
(Sleeter & Bernal, 2004).

Culturally Relevant and Responsive Pedagogy

Past educational researchers (Jordan, 1985; Ladson-Billings, 2009; Mohatt &
Erickson, 1981) have called for teaching that is culturally “congruent,” “compatible,” and
“relevant,” to suggest accommodation of minority students’ cultures to the mainstream
culture. This was a major improvement over previous models that attempted solely to force
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students to learn from one traditional approach that reflected only the dominant culture.
Ladson-Billings (2009) describes culturally relevant pedagogy as teaching that “empowers
students intellectually, socially, emotionally, and politically by using cultural referents to
impart knowledge, skills, and attitudes” (p.20). This approach calls for much more inclusive
mindset and relevant approach that brings students’ histories and perspectives to the center of
the curriculum. Building on this work, Gay’s (2010) “cultural responsiveness” implies a high
level of attentiveness to diverse students’ cultures in all facets of classroom facilitation and
dynamics. Culturally responsive teaching is filtering curriculum and teaching strategies
through cultural frames of reference that make the content personally meaningful while
“teaching to and through their personal and cultural strengths, their intellectual capabilities,
and their prior accomplishments” (Gay, 2010, p. 26). Not only do educators need to design
culturally relevant and meaningful instruction to bear direct relevance to the needs of our
ethnically, culturally, linguistically, socially, and racially diverse student populations, they
also need to be able to respond appropriately in the classroom to maximize opportunities for
support and minimize cultural incongruities that often alienate students. This responsiveness
is as much about finesse and skill in the classroom as it is about pedagogy.
The essence of responsiveness implies that one is able to respond appropriately to
student needs in classroom situations as they occur. Dialogues, interactions, and other aspects
of classroom teaching rely on instructors ascribing to both critical pedagogy and CRT as
frameworks to effect change through an ability to make connections (relevance) and react to
students’ needs (responsiveness) in ongoing and meaningful ways. Whereas culturally
relevant pedagogy describes greater alignment between students’ backgrounds and needs with
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the goals and instructional approaches within the classroom, the term “cultural
responsiveness” refers to a more “dynamic or synergistic relationship” between students’
cultural backgrounds and school culture as well as between student and teacher (LadsonBillings, 1995c). This continual validation of cultural identities and lenses goes beyond
planning for instruction, as educators must be able to respond to opportunities to contextualize
material in students’ cultural backgrounds and react to real-time needs for affirmation as they
arise.
Both Ladson-Billings (2009) and Gay (2010) promote pedagogy based on the notion
that when learning is situated within the students’ cultural frames and experiences and is more
personally meaningful, students demonstrate increased interest, and acquire academic
knowledge and skills more readily.

Conceptual Framework

The conceptual frameworks for this study are Gloria Ladson-Billings’s (2009)
principles of culturally relevant pedagogy and Geneva Gay’s (2010) characteristics of
culturally responsive teaching. Ladson-Billings’s (2009) criteria of culturally relevant
pedagogy based on her study published as The Dreamkeepers: Successful Teachers of African
American Children serve as a well-regarded guide for fostering student success by utilizing
multicultural frameworks and cultivating critical consciousness. Ladson-Billings’s principles
of culturally relevant teaching can be summarized as:
1. Academic success: Teachers provide students with the tools to achieve academic
proficiency in order to participate in a democratic society, regardless of social
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inequities. Culturally relevant pedagogy requires that teachers attend to students’
academic needs and foster a desire for intellectual achievement rather than just making
students feel good.
2. Cultural competence: Teachers focus on developing cultural competence and
encourage students to learn to maintain their cultural integrity. Culturally relevant
pedagogy provides students with a curriculum that builds on their prior knowledge and
cultural experiences.
3. Critical consciousness: Teachers help students develop a broader sociopolitical
consciousness that allows them to critique the cultural norms, values, and institutions
that produce and maintain social inequities. Culturally relevant pedagogy provides
opportunities for students to critique society and may encourage them to challenge
oppressive structures.
Gay’s (2010) work in Culturally Responsive Teaching: Theory, Research, and
Practice was selected as an additional model because it provides a synthesis of many scholars
in the areas of culturally responsive and relevant pedagogy. Gay’s tenets of culturally
responsive pedagogy can be summarized as:
1. Validating: uses cultural knowledge, prior experiences, frames of reference, and
performance styles of ethnically diverse students to make learning more relevant.
2. Comprehensive: develops intellectual, social, emotional, and political learning by
using cultural resources to teach knowledge, skills, values, and attitudes.
3. Multidimensional: encompasses curriculum content, learning context, classroom
climate, student-teacher relationships, instructional techniques, classroom
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management, and performance assessments; focuses on elements of cultural
socialization that most directly affect learning.
4. Empowering: enables students to be better human beings and more successful learners
with students as the consumers and producers of knowledge in participatory, problemposing, dialogic, de-socializing, democratic, inquiring, and activist learning.
5. Transformative: defies conventions of traditional educational practices by using
diverse cultures and experiences as worthwhile resources for teaching and learning
and promotes the idea (and skills for practicing it) that students are obligated to be
productive members of and render service to their communities and society.
6. Emancipatory: is liberating in that it releases the intellect of students of color from the
constraining manacles of mainstream canons of knowledge and ways of knowing by
opening up discourse.
Although diverse student engagement is critical at every level of education, the
community college classroom affords a prime opportunity to engage students of all
backgrounds as they seek to find their place in the world. The principles of both culturally
relevant and responsive pedagogy can transform the educational experiences of otherwise
disengaged students of all backgrounds. Without culturally relevant curricular considerations
and responsive attitudes and behaviors, students of color may see the institution as hostile and
unwelcoming, which leads to attrition (Flynn, Hunt, Wickman, Cohen, & Fox, 2015). For
many, the community college is the only chance for attainment of a post-secondary education,
and students of color in particular need culturally relevant and responsive teaching to help
them get them through the gate.
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Problem Statement

Efforts to provide access to postsecondary education have brought more diversity to
community college classrooms, thus allowing educators an opportunity to make major gains
in college degree completion rates and social mobility for students of underrepresented groups
(Ravitch, 2010). However, greater access and increased opportunity have not lead to greatly
improved outcomes. According to the National Center for Education Statistics ([NCES],
2011), Black, Latino/a, and Native American students throughout all levels of schooling
perform lower than their White and Asian counterparts, with the gap getting larger as students
reach higher levels of education; these disparities throughout the P-20 system lead to fewer
Black students graduating high school and even fewer completing a post-secondary degree.
The graduation rates of Black students average over 10% less than their Latino/a counterparts,
20% less than Whites, and 30% less than Asians at four-year colleges and 10% less than their
White and Latino/a counterparts and almost 15% less than Asians at two-year colleges
(NCES, 2015). Because of the size of the gap in completion for Black, mostly African
American students, this study will focus on successful teaching of African American
community college students.
The community college movement has made higher education more accessible
through low tuition, convenient locations, and open access policies (Phillippe & Patton,
2000). The community college educates more Black males than any other type of institution
of higher education, but the achievement gap between men of color and other student groups
contradicts the underlying goal of achieving equity (CCCSE, 2014). The population of
students enrolling in two-year colleges will continue to grow, with the student body reflecting
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the increasing diversity of the surrounding communities (Williams, 2002). Diverse student
engagement must be an imperative in order to bring students who have long been
disenfranchised into what could be a more equalizing educational experience. High-quality
instruction is an essential intervention to address these persisting achievement gaps (Nieto,
2010).
Community college teaching should be effective for students in most need, who often
fall outside the dominant group—particularly at predominately White institutions. In order to
provide effective instruction, faculty must own that it is “no mere coincidence that…certain
racial, cultural, linguistic, and economic groups—those who have been for centuries
marginalized by the force of Western White domination—are the same students who are now
failing or underachieving at disproportionate rates in our nation’s schools” (Howard, 2006, p.
118). Racial identity is a salient feature in college classrooms, and how teachers approach
that social reality is crucial to student success. Community colleges provide open access to
students, but are not providing adequate support if faculty members are not prepared to work
with a broad variety of students. More research needs to be done on understanding
pedagogical approaches that engage and support African American students. Additional
research in ways to identify and develop these effective approaches in faculty recruitment and
professional development efforts is also needed to continually improve the educational
experiences and outcomes of students from all marginalized groups.
Schooling is essential to the preservation of the nation as it offers the possibility of
transforming lives and expanding opportunities to improve society (Noguera, 2008). In order
for community colleges to support students from marginalized groups, more awareness is
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needed to better understand how culturally relevant and responsive pedagogy can support the
needs of diverse students in the community college classroom and lead to greater institutional
effectiveness overall.

Purpose Statement and Research Questions

The purpose of this research project is to examine highly effective teaching of African
American students at a predominately White community college. Culturally relevant and
responsive teaching will only take place when all educators are aware of the relationship
between social dominance in schools and the achievement gap and are willing to commit to
personal and professional growth to increase knowledge, skill, and overall proficiency in
engaging students of color in the classroom (Howard, 2006). If the key elements of how to
engage diverse students are not an essential part of classroom facilitation, there will be limited
gains in the success of students of color. First, the essence of how culturally relevant and
responsive pedagogy is operationalized in the teaching practices of highly effective faculty
must be illuminated. This urgent need in higher education also requires a major priority shift
in which an underlying “passion for equity intersects with the development of cultural
competency,” and leads to truly culturally relevant and responsive teaching and improved
outcomes for all students (Howard, 2006, p. 133).
In order to examine pedagogical approaches among faculty members seeking to
engage diverse student groups, it is necessary to further explore how culturally relevant and
responsive pedagogy is applied to successfully engage students of color, particularly African
American students, who have the lowest college completion rates (NCES, 2011). The main
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research questions to examine the utilization of culturally relevant and responsive pedagogy
among faculty members in the community college classroom are:
1. How do community college faculty who have been described as being successful in
engaging African American students utilize practices of culturally relevant and
responsive pedagogy as defined by Gloria Ladson-Billings (2009) and Geneva Gay
(2010)?
2. What role do instructors’ personal and professional backgrounds play in their
approaches to teaching African American students?

Method

A comprehensive research plan allowed for deeper understanding of the utilization of
culturally relevant and responsive pedagogy vital to increasing awareness of how to engage
diverse students and improve their overall classroom experience. The methodology for this
research was narrative inquiry based on teacher selection, teacher interviews, classroom
observations, and analysis of artifacts (Seidman, 2013). The study was based upon Gloria
Ladson-Billings’s (2009) research described in The Dreamkeepers: Successful Teachers of
African American Children. Ladson-Billings’s study was used as a model, with adjustments
for the community college setting such as the methods for participant selection as well as the
phrasing of the interview questions. Students and counselors in the Center for Multicultural
Learning and administrators identified faculty members who they felt embodied the
characteristics of culturally responsive pedagogy to interview and study. A series of
interviews and classroom observations of these faculty and analysis of artifacts such as syllabi
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and assignments from their courses were utilized to get a better sense of their overall
approaches to teaching and learning in the classroom. Audio and video recordings were used
to analyze the interviews and observations for identifying themes from the original study as
well as for generating additional themes. Details regarding the methodology used in this study
are provided in chapter three.

Significance of the Study

Engaging students from all backgrounds, including ethnic, racial, and socioeconomic
groups at the college level is a social, political, and moral imperative (Giroux, 2010). Yet,
colleges fail to meet this vital need. Many college faculty members begin teaching in higher
education with credentials and expertise in their disciplines, but not necessarily any training
or practice in diverse student engagement (Banks, 2010; Gay, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 2009).
Even faculty who embrace the goals of teaching for social justice may not be aware of how to
engage diverse students in the classroom. Colleges have more learners than ever before whose
ways of making meaning vary from one another and from the instructor, making skillful
postsecondary teaching a highly nuanced endeavor (Ginsberg & Wlodkowski, 2009).
However, professional development geared towards teaching pedagogy remains largely
ancillary to institutions of higher education. The lack of cross-culturally engaging pedagogy
among faculty presents an ongoing challenge for predominately White institutions seeking to
support students of color, who are growing in number at all levels of schooling (CCCSE,
2014; NCES, 2011).
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Even as institutions are implementing new initiatives for supporting underrepresented
students, “social distance arising in part from lack of common experience and knowledge of
each other in people of different class and racial backgrounds can impair communication,
trust…and can foster an incompetence” that can impede success (Anyon, 1997, p. 23).
Today’s community college students are increasingly diverse along intersecting dimensions
such as gender, age, race and ethnicity, religion, disability, family history of college
attendance, academic intentions, academic preparation, motivational levels, economic
backgrounds, learning styles, part-time versus full-time enrollment status, commitments and
obligations, and language skills (Ender, Chand, & Thorton, 1996). There are likely to be
differences in multiple dimensions between a faculty member and a student, even when they
may appear to have similar backgrounds. Teachers who are aware of their own backgrounds,
beliefs, and biases and are open to authentic interactions with diverse students avoid
becoming agents of historic patterns of marginalization and can motivate students to take part
in the co-construction of meaning (Ginsberg & Wlodkowski, 2009). However, being aware
and open does not equate to skillful facilitation of learning and creation of an inclusive
classroom environment. Faculty members of all backgrounds need to develop effective
pedagogy for engagement of heterogeneous student groups to maximize the opportunities that
diversity offers and minimize its challenges (Banks, 2010).
As community colleges largely follow the open-access tradition started in the two-year
college movement, they seek to provide opportunities for students from marginalized
populations who often have less resources and greater need (Cohen & Brawer, 2008). Success
for these students is not only the learning itself, but also the ability to do something with what

24
they have learned, whether that includes transferring to another institution, obtaining a degree
or certificate, gaining confidence in the postsecondary setting, or pursuing an interest related
to a personal or social agenda (Ender et al., 1996). Engaging these diverse students towards
their individual and collective successes should be an essential mission of community
colleges seeking to provide pathways to democratic citizenship and social mobility.
There is a high need for clarification on what practices of culturally relevant and
responsive pedagogies most strongly impact students of color and in which contexts (LadsonBillings, 1995a; Sleeter, 2013). More specifically, there is a dire need to identify what student
support means and looks like in the community college classroom (CCCSE, 2014). Additional
research will provide more evidence to support awareness and advocacy for culturally
relevant and responsive approaches.
Chapter two presents a review of the literature, and chapter three provides an overview
of the methodology. Chapter four focuses on the common conceptions and shared visions of
culturally relevant pedagogy as described by Gloria Ladson-Billings (2009). Chapter five
focuses on the instructional implications through descriptions of culturally responsive
teaching strategies characterized as being validating, comprehensive, multidimensional,
empowering, transformative, and emancipatory as described by Gay (2010). This section will
explore the various means through which these common conceptions and shared visions
manifest themselves in culturally responsive teaching practices, including classroom
facilitation, instructional approaches, learning activities, structuring of assignments and
assessments, relational aspects, and other nuances that illustrate keen awareness of and
responsiveness to diverse students’ needs.
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Later, chapter six presents data that responds to the question: What role do instructors’
personal and professional backgrounds play in their approaches to teaching African American
students? This chapter provides descriptions of participants’ identities and experiences and
how these aspects affect their teaching of diverse students, particularly African Americans.
Instructors’ reflections on significant events and experiences in their personal, educational,
and professional backgrounds illuminate the emergence and ongoing development of a
culturally relevant disposition and responsive approach. The data in this chapter is organized
by four themes: immersion in diverse environments, identification with marginalization,
transformative experiences, and engagement in social justice issues. Chapter seven describes
what faculty allies look like in terms of models of cultural integrity and mentors who share
cultural capital based on the findings presented in chapters four through six. Chapter eight
examines the data from the collaborative interpretation sessions related to a cultural shift
toward empathic engagement and affirming the work as a campus community. Chapter nine
discusses institutional growth through faculty recruitment and professional development,
greater accountability, and possibilities for further research.

CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW: THE ROAD TO CULTURALLY RELEVANT AND
RESPONSIVE PEDAGOGY

In the opening scene of “Central High School: 50 Years Later,” directors Craig and
Brent Renaud (2007) show that the façade of Central High has not changed in the 50 years
that have passed since school integration. An old black-and-white photo fades to a color shot
of the school today, and the school looks identical from the outside. However, a pan of the
hallways shows that much has changed on the inside. Black student enrollment surpasses
White enrollment, and a mix of students pack the hallways between classes, without the need
for military escorts or the presence of angry mobs of White citizens in protest outside. What is
further revealed by footage of a school assembly is that Central Rock High is nationally
ranked as a top high school based on the number of students successful in Advanced
Placement (AP) courses. Interviews of AP students reveal that Central High graduates are
regularly admitted to the most prestigious colleges in the country. But a look inside the
lunchrooms and the classrooms reveals a new form of segregation inside the school. The
students in the most rigorous, celebrated AP classes are overwhelmingly White, and the
students in the developmental courses are overwhelmingly Black. Although integrated, the
educational experience of Black students does not provide the same opportunity as schooling
for White students. The principal explains that the school regularly receives recognition as a
top high school in the region and in the nation, but how can a school in which Black students
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fare so poorly be celebrated as a high performing school? Whose performance matters when
awarding accolades, the success of the populace or just the elite? What is this school teaching
its students about their worth and importance in regards to race and class?

Teaching in Diverse Schools Post-Desegregation

Integration was designed for increased equity in educational opportunities, but that
dream has yet to be realized for many African American students. Although the schools may
be more diverse, the teaching does not necessarily meet the needs of the student body. A
closer examination inside a developmental reading classroom at Central High shows the
classroom teacher, a middle-aged White woman, trying for the first few minutes of class to
get her predominately Black students to sit in their seats and then trying to garner
participation in a discussion on dramatic irony in Romeo and Juliet. Some students do not
have their materials, and none of the students are responsive to any of the teacher’s verbal
prompts. The exasperated teacher ends up answering her own questions and tells the students
that they have run out of time and will have to finish later, leaving the audience to ponder the
obvious disconnect between the students and their educational experience. How much has
been gained in terms of providing quality educational opportunities for Black students in
Little Rock and Black students throughout the country? No one is truly being served well by
the educational approaches widely accepted throughout the country if they lead to a
fragmented society.
Black students in the United States now pass through schoolhouse doorways in greater
numbers but still experience racialized schooling in which their achievement and attainment
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lag due to disparate course taking patterns and other structural and instructional disadvantages
(Diamond, 2006). School segregation exists nationwide in the form of neighborhood schools
separated by race and class, and there is also segregation within so-called integrated schools.
Further, the teaching staff who are predominately White females struggle to provide engaging
instruction in diverse classrooms across the country as the demographic divide and cultural
distance between teachers and students of color continues to grow (Boser, 2014). Although
desegregation offered great promise for access to education and equal opportunity for Black
students, there is still much more work to be done to achieve those goals. Black students are
often still being excluded within the integrated schools. As Noguera (2008) points out, “the
stereotypical images we hold toward groups are powerful in influencing what people see and
expect of students,” thus allowing these pre-conceived notions to unconsciously influence
how educators organize and conduct learning (p. 11). Even though separation based on race is
not officially condoned, there is a ‘hidden curriculum’ that instructs students of all
backgrounds what the “unspoken set of rules” are about what “certain students can and cannot
do because of who they are” (p. 12). This enculturation affects the perceptions of students of
color as well as White students about their individual and respective roles in society.
Over 50 years have passed since Central High was integrated, but the student body
was never truly desegregated, and the staff was never diversified; the two worlds never
merged. The education that the Black students are getting at Central High is vastly different
than the experience of the White students in the same building. Central is now described as
“two schools in one: a poor, demoralized Black majority and a high-achieving, affluent White
majority” (Lee, 2007, n. p.). The lack of student engagement in the course materials and
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attempted discussion in the developmental reading class serves as a microcosm of what is
happening in classrooms throughout the nation. The educational approaches within schools in
the U.S. are still largely dominated by White, mainstream curricular and pedagogical
approaches that are a part of a system of White hegemony (Lyon, 2015). Black students
continue to experience exclusionary educational practices at all levels of schooling as a result
of binary identity constructions imposed on social life by the dominant group (Lears, 1985).
Although all levels of schooling have become more inclusive as far as access (Cook,
2015), gaining entry without a relevant and supportive educational experience results in little
if any improvement in educational outcomes. The community college exists largely to provide
educational access to the masses to mitigate social and economic barriers and has provided
much greater diversity of students enrolling in post-secondary education (Cohen & Brawer,
2008). According to the Center for Community College Student Engagement ([CCCSE],
2014), Black students throughout the nation who enroll in college are more likely to begin at a
community college than a baccalaureate institution. Hopeful students come to the community
college to gain knowledge, skills, and credentials that provide social mobility; however, as Dr.
Walter G. Bumphus, the president of the American Association of Community College warns,
pervasive gaps in completion rates across racial and ethnic groups demonstrate that “we are in
danger of losing the American Dream” (CCCSE, 2014, p. 2).
Even though race and ethnicity intersect with other aspects of identity such as
socioeconomic status and college preparedness, race remains the most salient indicator of
success, with White students attaining post-secondary certificates and degrees at higher rates
than Black students regardless of ACT score (Carnevale & Strohl, 2013). This indicates that
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even with a similar level of preparedness, Black students are not faring well in post-secondary
institutions. Low-income White students are almost twice as likely to graduate with a
bachelor’s degree as low-income Black students, thus further indicating race as a more
significant factor in degree attainment (Carnevale & Strohl, 2013). In order to make upward
mobility a true possibility, the community college experience must support learning for all
students through pedagogical approaches that anticipate and respond to the educational needs
of diverse students, thus reducing the achievement gap between students of color and their
White counterparts, which is undoubtedly one of the “most intractable problems in higher
education” (CCCSE, 2014, p. 2).
Community colleges offer an opportunity to open doors to degrees, credentials, and
transfer programs, but can also be places where students give up and drop out before making
it through the first few courses of a degree or career program. These initial requirements are
typically called the “gatekeeper” courses (Complete College America, 2012). With an
educational system in which cultural hegemony makes it difficult for students of color to
make it to and through these “gates” to social mobility, many students of color are being
excluded. In order to support the greater numbers of diverse students who are trying to attain a
post-secondary education, the college classroom experience and instructor qualities and
behaviors matter and deserve more attention (CCCSE, 2014). Community colleges must
support students through their entry into postsecondary education, with dedicated and skilled
faculty as the “Dreamkeepers” at the gate.

31
The Promise of Culturally Relevant and Responsive Pedagogy

Research on culturally relevant (Ladson-Billings, 2009) and culturally responsive
pedagogy (Gay, 2010) provides insights into effective approaches to engage diverse students,
particularly African Americans, as our students in most need of substantial interventions in a
system of de facto segregation where “persistent racial gaps in achievement, academic
attainment, earnings, crime, poverty, and extensive school segregation that remain provide
prima facie evidence that equality of opportunity remains elusive” (Rivkin, 2016, n. p.).
Culturally relevant pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 2009) provides understanding of the
dispositions and practices that allow students of diverse cultural backgrounds to experience
intellectual engagement and academic success, empowerment through cultural competence,
and development of a critical consciousness. Utilizing students’ prior knowledge, experiences,
and cultural lenses as a framework for making meaning and critically examining structural
inequities are main principles of culturally responsive pedagogy (Gay, 2010) that counter and
challenge an educational system that has long favored dominant, Eurocentric interaction
styles, ways of making meaning, and systems of knowledge. In order to build legitimacy with
students of color, “It is necessary for educators to transform routine practice and symbols
systems in their school settings as well as to work for change in the larger society” (Erickson,
1987, p. 336).
A review of the literature on culturally relevant and responsive pedagogy reveals that
pedagogy designed to provide engaging, meaningful instruction for diverse learners has
evolved over time, beginning with a deficit model in which students of color were viewed as
lacking in skills and knowledge to be successful (Schmeichel, 2012.) Next, theorists adopted a
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framework promoting sensitivity and inclusion in which diversity was eventually embraced as
an asset (LaBelle, 1971). Then, scholars moved to paradigms of congruence and relevance in
which schooling should be aligned with students’ cultures to meet diverse students’ needs (Au
& Jordan, 1981; Cazden & Leggett, 1981; Heath, 1983; Mohatt & Erickson, 1981). Finally,
theorists shifted to a new level of responsibility and responsiveness in which schooling should
actively make adjustments to engage and support students of color (Irvine, 1990; Jordan,
1985; Ladson-Billings, 1995b; Macias, 1987; Moll, 1992). Throughout this history, critical
theorists have been calling for educators to cultivate opportunities for critical pedagogy in
which scholarship centers around critical evaluations of society and its structures and
institutions (Freire, 1970/2000; Ladson-Billings, 2009; Gay, 2010; Giroux, 2010; Shor, 1992).
While this history has generated ample studies examining pedagogical approaches in
K-12 schools with indigenous, African American, and Latino/a populations, scant research on
pedagogy for diverse student engagement has been conducted at the post-secondary level,
indicating a strong need for studies that would provide a deeper understanding of how to
engage students of color at the community college. A chronology of the research and theories
as they have developed provides a rich understanding of how our educational institutions have
conceptualized and treated difference over time. In addition, reflecting on this body of work
offers insight to researchers, teacher educators, and teachers who seek to continue this quest
to identify and illuminate pedagogical approaches that foster optimal diverse student
engagement and success.
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Culturally Inclusive: Difference and Deficit

Since the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education decision to desegregate schools, the issue
of how to best teach students from different racial groups in the same classroom has been an
issue needing careful attention (Anderson & Byrne, 2004). The first obstacle of desegregation
was getting students of color into schools that had previously been exclusively for White
students. Once attending school with their White counterparts, students of color were
described as “culturally deprived” or “culturally disadvantaged” in educational literature for
many years following integration (Schmeichel, 2012). Many students of color went from
segregated schools in which they were accustomed to teachers from their own cultural
background to integrated schools in which they were taught by White, middle-class teachers.
Students of color were also the newcomers who had to attend school with peers of the
dominant racial group and social class. Deep engagement and success for African American
students were difficult as outsiders who could not easily connect to the culture of their new
school environment. Researchers were concerned about the cultural differences of behaviors
and attitudes between the White teachers and their “culturally deprived” students of color
(Schmeichel, 2012). The notion of achievement gaps being attributed to cultural deprivation
continues to justify schools and instructional approaches that do not adequately attend to and
support students’ needs. This ideology takes the obligation of providing an equal educational
opportunity off of the schools and puts the responsibility on the shortcomings of students’
home culture as well as the students themselves.
From the 1950s to the 1970s, students were either classified as White or culturally
different, with an emphasis on Whites as “normal” and students of color as deviating from the
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mainstream (Schmeichel, 2012). At this point, if students of color in K-12 public schools were
unsuccessful, it was largely attributed to the students being incapable of conforming to the
expectations of the dominant society. It was not considered a failure of the educational
system, institutions, or teaching—the onus to adapt to the dominant culture of the schools was
on the students. LaBelle (1971) was among the first of many to attack cultural deprivation
theory by explaining that learning styles are in part culturally derived and that cultural
difference could be leveraged in the classroom rather than viewed as a deficit. For the first
time in the professional literature, students’ differences were being considered as a part of the
classroom culture rather than undesirable traits that were problematic to learning and to the
educational environment. As a result of a gradual shift in perspectives on cultural differences,
researchers began examining how culture in the classroom could be better understood and
leveraged to produce greater educational outcomes for students of color. A new conception
was forming; educators began to consider that schools could do a better job of attending to the
needs of minority student groups rather than putting the onus on students for not being a part
of or conforming to the dominant culture.

Culturally Relevant: Aligning with Difference

When educators became open to taking some ownership for the lack of educational
achievement for minority student groups, researchers began to explore ways in which the
school culture could align more closely with students’ cultural backgrounds and home
cultures. Au and Jordan’s (1981) research emphasized culturally appropriate instruction that
acknowledges the difference between school learning and informal learning. With a mixed-

35
methods approach involving descriptive data on teaching practices and quantitative data on
student achievement on standardized tests, this longitudinal study started in 1970 with native
Hawaiian children in the Kamahameha Early Education Program (KEEP). Au and Jordan’s
(1981) work connects students’ culture and experience with classroom learning. Over the
initial 15 years of research, this team learned about native Hawaiian culture and developed a
set of educational practices and strategies that seemed like they would be particularly
appropriate and effective for native Hawaiian children, including small group learning,
comprehension-based literacy instruction, and what would be considered by the children as
nice yet firm teaching dispositions. This culturally appropriate instruction focused on the
relevance of the curriculum to the student’s own experience. For example, researchers learned
that native Hawaiian children prefer to work in groups and do not work in silence; therefore,
cooperative learning and small group instruction in learning centers were utilized. Cultural
elements such as “talk story” were added to their reading program. Students from the KEEP
laboratory school were outperforming students from their matched public school counterparts.
Gains in student achievement, as indicated by test scores in evaluation data, justified
the curricular changes developed in the KEEP study; however, the social and educational
achievement gaps for native Hawaiians still exist some 30 years later (Tharp et al., 2007).
Although the effective teaching principles developed in this study have shown promise in the
KEEP study and subsequent studies with other groups, the persistent education disparities and
social struggles of the native Hawaiian students are disconcerting. Perhaps the notions of
culturally appropriate instruction found to be successful in the elementary grade levels need to
be extended through to higher levels of education to continue to support native Hawaiian and
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other culturally diverse students. This lack of continued success throughout ongoing levels of
schooling demonstrates the need for continual attention to the needs of minority student
populations at educational disadvantage throughout schooling. Perhaps if the principles of the
KEEP schools were extended and adapted through the secondary and post-secondary levels,
the native Hawaiian children would have continued to succeed rather than struggling one they
moved to higher grade levels. The needs of the students at the elementary level were likely to
have been different than their needs at higher levels of schooling as social norms and behavior
patterns are different in each new setting and among older age groups.
Mohatt and Erickson (1981) illustrated the need for understanding of culturally
patterned behavior through an analysis of teachers’ behaviors in regards to culturally
congruent instruction and student learning. Their sociolinguistic study comparing a native,
first-nations Indian and non-Indian teacher in Odawa, Canada analyzed videos of classroom
teaching to compare tempo of instruction, directiveness, and structures for soliciting student
participation to reveal a strong relationship between the teachers’ cultures and their classroom
facilitation styles. The native Indian teacher was able to interpret native students’ cues and
behaviors in order to determine the pace of the lesson and when it was time to change
activities. Implications of this research include the need for teachers to know and understand
the culture of their students and make pedagogical adjustments closely aligned with and
sensitive to students’ needs. As this work represents another study examining culturally
congruent instruction with native and Anglo teachers at the elementary level, the need for
close examination of the nuances of teaching students of color such as pacing, interaction
styles, and adjustments at all levels of schooling becomes more apparent. Establishing an
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inclusive curriculum and planning for instruction are proven insufficient when ongoing
adjustments to pace, awareness of verbal and nonverbal cues, and adapting lessons are critical
elements for successful teaching of diverse student groups.
Cazden and Leggett (1981) further noted that teachers need to recognize differences in
interactional style, learning styles, and cognitive style to make instruction culturally
responsive. Cazden and Leggett explored ethnographic evidence that showed Mexican
American and African American children relied on social cues and interaction styles in their
cultures that were different than the patterns of interactions among Anglo children in
mainstream culture. Cazden and Leggett cited evidence that also showed Mexican American
and Native American children would often thrive in cooperative learning groups over
individual or teacher-centered activities. Their use of anthropological and psychological data
supported LaBelle’s (1971) theory that difference among students’ interaction patterns did not
mean the students had deficits; the shortcomings were actually within the school culture that
was not conducive to engaging students with appropriate interaction styles. This research
marked a shift toward evidence-based support for culturally responsive teaching in which
school systems make adjustments to respond to students’ needs in the classroom setting.
Cazden and Leggett’s work stands out among other studies at that time in that it moves away
from the descriptions of alignment and relevance to a more active role in perceiving, attending
to and meeting students’ needs as they arise.
Heath’s (1983) study revealed that even differences in language and discourse
patterns, or “Ways with Words” between the home and school caused a phenomenon of
disconnect between students and teachers. Heath’s work was instrumental in demonstrating
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the culturally situated nature of literacy practices as well as other culturally structured
practices in the classroom. Heath conducted ethnographic research of students in three
communities: Trackton (African American, working class farmers and mill workers),
Roadville (Anglo, working class textile mill workers), and Maintown (Anglo and African
American, middle class workers). The students who were middle-class individuals from
Maintown had similar cultural backgrounds to the teachers and the school, which gave them
an advantage that was not based on race. Heath’s (1983) study has served as a seminal work
as it so effectively illustrates the implications of incongruities between the communication
and interaction styles of students’ home cultures and the school culture. Heath’s research was
participatory in that community members were involved in conducting research in their own
communities as a way to better understand themselves. Heath’s work rejected notions that
race and class alone caused difficulties for students, further emphasizing that mismatches in
students’ home and school cultures are key issues. Differences in discourse patterns between
predominately Anglo faculty and the students of color at the community-college level may
also account for some of the challenges of classroom engagement experienced by minority
students. Research exploring the culturally situated nature of interaction styles through higher
levels of schooling would likely provide much more insight as to how to best engage and
support diverse student groups.

Culturally Responsive: Actively Empowering Difference

Over 15 years after the initial KEEP studies began with native Hawaiian children,
Jordan’s (1985) ethnography demonstrated that educators must be aware of students’ cultures
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and then make adjustments to ensure instruction is culturally compatible with the interaction
and communications styles of the students in order to foster successful student outcomes. In
order to evaluate whether the strategies initially developed for the native Hawaiian students
worked best for that distinct student population or were just sound teaching practices, the
approaches developed in the KEEP program were applied to Navajo students at the Rough
Rock Demonstration School in Arizona in 1982. Ultimately, the researchers concluded that
the strategies that worked well for the Hawaiian children were not as effective for the Navajo
children, illustrating the need to design and adapt instructional approaches specifically for
distinct populations. This was another advancement in understanding how to meet diverse
students’ needs as participation styles and ways of constructing meaning were now seen as
even more highly diversified than originally believed, thus calling for a more intentional
effort to understand the nuances of diverse cultures in educational settings.
Jordan’s (1985) work also revealed that customization of pedagogical approaches
should be considered for populations with some similarities in identity in disparate locations,
as some of students’ styles of engagement were impacted by the region in which they lived.
This may mean that truly responsive teaching requires an ability to perceive, understand, and
attend to students’ needs as they arise, taking into account multiple aspects of background,
identity, and context. Knowing about the shared patterns of diverse cultural groups is
important, but it is just as important to be able to assess student needs based on a variety of
intersections in their identities and situations. Jordan’s work highlights the possibilities that
ethnographic research offers for helping teacher researchers further understand, develop, and
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refine pedagogical approaches to be adapted for greater versatility in reaching diverse
students throughout all levels of schooling.
Macias (1987) also promoted the need for teachers to learn about their students’
culture to be able to interpret behavior and create an appropriate environment to mitigate
cultural discontinuity. Macias’s research in the Papago early-childhood setting indicates that
when students enter into preschool, cultural discontinuity interferes with home
communication and enculturation. There are stark contrasts between what is expected of
students in the mainstream classroom and what they have been taught at home. Caregivers in
Papago culture generally teach children through nonverbal behaviors, emphasize individual
rights and autonomy, and rarely direct children to do something they do not wish to do.
Papago culture also devalues separating from the social group or drawing attention to oneself,
which often makes the behaviors and communication styles of Papago children seem
unwilling or reticent in mainstream educational environments. Their home enculturation
leaves Papago children with the expectation of moving about freely at school, which is
incongruent with mainstream classrooms.
Macias’s (1987) work calls for an effort on the part of schools to modify school
practices to minimize differences in behaviors, communication styles, and expectations. Just
as Macias calls for informed and thoughtful adjustments in the school environment to support
indigenous children acclimating to mainstream schooling for the first time, it may be
worthwhile to investigate ways to create more continuity for minority students transitioning to
higher levels of schooling as well. Efforts to adapt school environments to be more
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welcoming and inclusive of diverse learners and to provide transitional programs may help
students transition and adapt to the norms of each new school environment and culture.
Irvine (1990) echoed that cultural synchronization is essential to avoiding cultural
misunderstandings and even aversions toward schooling. Irvine synthesized research that cites
misunderstandings and miscommunications, tracking, messages of exclusivity in the school
culture, and discriminatory discipline practices as detrimental to African American student
success. Irvine’s work also calls on institutions to consider these practices counterproductive
to diverse student engagement. Her work demonstrated that research aimed at improving the
plight of students of color through positive change cannot ignore the structural policies and
procedures that often pose as inhibitors to student success. Irvine’s commentary is crucial in
awakening educational institutions to evaluating ways that our schools are out of sync with
the aims of diverse student engagement. Exploring what educators must eliminate as obstacles
to minority student success is as crucial as deciding which new approaches to implement—
both need attention at all levels of schooling in order to improve cultural synchronization.
Moll’s (1992) ethnographic analysis of working-class Mexican American students and
their families in barrio schools in Tucson, Arizona described cultural funds of knowledge as
hidden home and community resources that could be used by schools to teach academic skills.
Moll’s research team conducted home interviews in which they gathered data about the
origin, use, and distribution of knowledge in the community. This emphasis on cultural funds
of knowledge in a plethora of fields such as agriculture, mining, economics, science,
medicine, and religion demonstrated the value of the wealth of information and skills
Mexican American students and their families had outside of the mainstream curriculum.
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Moll gathered ample ethnographic data in order to work with a group of teachers to create
socially meaningful tasks that connected cultural funds of knowledge to academic skills
emphasized in the schools. The lasting concepts of honoring and utilizing cultural funds of
knowledge for diverse student engagement have bolstered the notion that different knowledge
does not mean inferior knowledge. Moll’s (1992) work offers promising possibilities for
finding ways to value and leverage cultural funds of knowledge for greater connectedness
between schooling and minority student groups at all levels.
The work of Ladson-Billings (1995) demonstrated the continuing shift from the
concept of alignment to the need for relevance, but also promoted teachers taking active
ownership in diverse student engagement. Ladson-Billings (1995) referred to this intentional
sensitivity to cultural experiences, values, and understandings into the teaching and learning
environment as culturally relevant pedagogy. The concept of students of color having distinct
ethnic and cultural backgrounds was established over the past several decades, but there was
still work to be done to ensure that Anglo teachers were tending to the academic needs of
students of color. As presented in The Dreamkeepers: Successful Teachers of African
American Children, Ladson-Billings (2009) conducted a three-year ethnographic study of
successful teachers of African American elementary school students in California that she
conducted when awarded a post-doctoral grant in 1988. Teachers chosen for the study were
recognized by students’ parents and school administrators as being particularly effective with
African American students. Ladson-Billings’s work analyzed the characteristics of the
teachers’ beliefs about teaching and their students to develop her cogent theory, which would
seek to produce students who could achieve academically, demonstrate cultural competency,
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and understand and critique the existing social order. Ladson-Billing’s term, “culturally
relevant pedagogy,” is now widely used as an embodiment of decades of research in
pedagogy specifically committed to diverse student engagement and empowerment. LadsonBilling’s work could be applicable at any level of schooling, including use as a framework for
research in the community college classroom.
Pedagogies have become more focused on the experience of the students and their
engagement. Shor (1992) called for an approach where learners established the purpose for
their learning, drove the process of learning, and created meaning through what he termed
participatory pedagogy. The language of intentional action became even stronger when bell
hooks (1994) characterized pedagogy with the aim of empowering students through a critical
exploration of self and society as transformative pedagogy. This focus on a critical lens
connects to Ladson-Billings’s (2009) principle that relevant pedagogy should promote
understanding and critique of the existing social structures. Although hooks’s scholarship
shares common threads with Ladson-Billings’s research, hooks’s rhetoric is more directly
focused on the ideals of critical theorists such as Henry Giroux (1983), who promotes critical
pedagogy in public and higher education to critique the origins and operations of oppressive
social structures. This pedagogy of engagement and empowerment extends back to liberation
pedagogy espoused by Paulo Freire in Pedagogy of the Oppressed, which was first published
in 1970. Liberation pedagogy stresses cultivating a critical consciousness that fosters
reflection, dialogue, and social action (Freire, 1970/2000). Such meaningful examination of
self and society offers great promise for engagement of diverse students at all levels of
schooling. Rather than emphasizing notions of “otherness” inherent in traditional approaches
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to inclusivity, alignment, and even relevance and responsiveness, critical pedagogy
emphasizes the opportunity for students to unite in common struggles for humanity. Critical
theorists like Giroux and hooks advocate for holistic and transformative pedagogy as
embodiments of engaged learning for liberatory education and social justice.
Gay (2010) adopts the term “culturally responsive pedagogy” in Culturally Responsive
Teaching: Theory, Research, and Practice to embody responsiveness to the cultural
characteristics, experiences, and perspectives of ethnically diverse students as a means of
effective teaching. Gay’s work references research, theory, and case studies to synthesize six
essential elements that teach “to and through the strengths of ethnically diverse students” in
order to promote diverse student engagement (2010, p.29). These elements are categorized as
validating and affirming cultural diversity; comprehensive development of intellectual, social,
emotional and political learning; multidimensional classroom considerations including
curriculum content, learning context, classroom climate, student-teacher relationships,
instructional techniques, classroom management, and performative assessments; empowering
through personal development and success; transformative in helping students utilize
knowledge, skill, and values to analyze the effects of social inequities and become change
agents; and emancipatory in releasing the intellect of students from the “constraining
manacles of the mainstream canons of knowledge and ways of knowing” (Gay, 2010, p. 37).
Culturally responsive teaching (Gay, 2010) promotes a broader conception of
achievement, including ethnic identity development, citizenship skills for pluralistic societies,
knowledge of ethnic and cultural diversity, and cross-cultural competence to increase interest
and relevance. Gay continues the trend towards more active ownership of schools as
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socializing institutions and educators as agents who must develop engaging pedagogy to fully
respond to students’ needs, rather than just accommodation or alignment. The effectiveness of
applying the elements of Gay’s comprehensive work to diverse student engagement efforts
should also be studied throughout levels of schooling.
Although much of the research in culturally relevant and responsive pedagogy has
been qualitative, quantitative studies have been able to demonstrate strong outcomes on
standardized assessments. Doherty, Hilberg, Pinal, and Tharp’s (2004) quantitative study
examined the influence of the standards for effective pedagogy previously identified by Tharp
et al. (1984) as critical for improving outcomes of students at risk for academic failure due to
cultural, linguistic, or economic factors. Doherty et al. describe the standards for effective
pedagogy, which are to facilitate learning through joint productive activity; develop language
and literacy across the curriculum; contextualize instruction in the experiences of students’
homes and communities; teach complex thinking through challenging activities requiring
application of content knowledge to achieve an academic goal; and teach dialogically using
planned, goal-directed instructional conversations. Doherty et al. found a consistent, positive
relationship between teachers’ use of the five standards and performance on year-end
standardized tests. Deep engagement in critical thinking and stimulating educational activities
seems to lead to higher performance on standardized exams due to increased intellectual
growth, thus reducing the need to teach to the test. These standards have broader implications
for providing instruction that is meaningfully connected to students’ lives, fostering critical
thinking, and providing extended discourse in classrooms in other learning areas and at higher
levels of education.
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Research in Secondary and Post-Secondary Settings

Although there is limited empirical research on culturally relevant and responsive
pedagogy in post-secondary education, there are more studies in secondary environments and
also related studies of campus climates, classroom environments, associated pedagogical
approaches, and professional development programs that provide valuable insight as to what
is important in supporting students of color. These studies also inspire inquiry that illustrates
the need for further examination of the development and function of engaging pedagogy to
create positive and productive learning environments.
Rankin and Reason (2005) explored the college campus climate as it relates to
diversity from the perspective of students of color and Anglo students. Rankin and Reason
(2005) utilized a campus climate assessment instrument developed by Rankin in order to
survey 7,347 students from ten geographically diverse campuses to explore whether students
from different racial groups experienced their campus climates differently as indicated by
their personal campus experiences, perceptions of campus climate, and perceptions of
institutional actions including policies and initiatives.
In Rankin’s (2005) survey, African American, Latino/a, Middle Eastern, American
Indian, and Asian students are included in one category, even though the stereotypes,
treatment, programs, and perceptions of these groups can often be vastly different. Although
Rankin and Reason’s quantitative study provides a more general understanding of how the
perceptions of campus climate vary for students of color and their Anglo counterparts, it does
not disaggregate the data by race or ethnicity. The study does support the need to further
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awareness and action to create positive, inclusive learning environments; however, more work
needs to be done to better understand what these students’ needs are as members of distinct,
underrepresented student groups.
Douglas, Lewis, Douglas, Scott, and Garrison-Wade’s (2008) study examines
culturally responsive teaching in the secondary setting through a qualitative analysis that uses
exploratory interviews to gain insight into the experiences of African American students in
classes with Anglo teachers in predominately White high schools in two locations. Openended interview questions revealed African American students’ feelings of the need for
respect, desire not to be judged, need for fair treatment from administrators, and level of
satisfaction with an overall positive learning environment. Interviews with the Anglo teachers
identified as having provided a positive learning environment for African American students
would reveal additional information about their pedagogical approaches to providing students
with the favorable conditions the students describe. Further use of this model of exploratory
interviews would provide valuable insights regarding the needs of students of color at any
level of schooling; interviewing the faculty who are recommended by students as providing a
positive environment for students of color at the post-secondary level would also add another
dimension of understanding to college success.
Enhancement of cultural relevance and academic rigor have also been found to be
highly effective interventions for secondary students. Cammarota and Romero (2009)
developed, taught in, and evaluated the Social Justice Education Project (SJEP) in the
Mexican American/Raza Studies department at a high school in Tucson, Arizona. SJEP uses a
model of critically conscious intellectualism for strengthening teaching and learning of
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Chicano students by embracing a critical pedagogy in which they create knowledge, promote
authentic caring and deep respect for students as whole human beings, and examine racial and
economic inequalities utilizing theoretical material and local data. SJEP students outperform
and graduate at a higher rate than their White counterparts. Development of intellectual
engagement and critical consciousness are essential to all iterations of culturally relevant and
responsive pedagogy. Closer examination of approaches that are effective in cultivating these
crucial elements could provide additional models and enhanced understanding for educators
working with diverse populations in a variety of settings.
Teacher professional development in culturally relevant and responsive pedagogy at
the secondary level has been shown to impact student success. Bishop, Berryman, Cavanagh,
and Teddy (2009) studied the impact of a professional development model, Te Kotahitanga,
which includes workshops linked with classroom mentoring and support for shifting teachers’
pedagogies from didactic to discursive and fostering relationship-based teaching in Maori
high schools. The Te Kotahitanga schools retain Maori students at a much higher rate than
comparison schools, better prepare students for university entrance, and yield higher
evaluation results. Students taught by teachers who had been through the Te Kotahitanga
professional development outperformed those in the non-intervention group in comparison
schools. Classroom mentoring for building relationship-based teaching and support for
facilitating discursive learning would likely yield positive outcomes in a variety of settings
and levels of education. Further research on effective models of professional development in
culturally relevant and responsive pedagogy offers promising possibilities for moving the
needle on the success of marginalized groups.
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Classroom interactions and discourse patterns are important to cultural relevance and
responsiveness at all levels of schooling and merit thorough consideration. Kaufman’s (2010)
re-examination of data she gathered in a 2006 ethnographic study examining the dialogical
experiences of participants in an ethnic literature course reveals dynamics of privilege and
marginalization among students within an undergraduate level course. Kaufman’s
observations, field notes, and semi-structured interviews focused on pedagogical strategies of
the instructor and dialogical interactions within the class. Dynamics, such as who spoke and
in what context, were influenced by the interconnecting factors of race, class, and gender.
Even though the instructor was a Chicano male, the dominant speakers in whole group
instruction were generally Anglo students who were used to overlapping and talking over
people; students of color were more likely to speak in small groups, as they tended to be more
private and were sometimes silenced by dominant speakers who were unaware of the need to
provide opportunities to allow others to participate and be recognized as a part of the
classroom community.
Kaufman’s (2010) work offers useful insights into facets of cultural discourse patterns
that affect student engagement in classroom discussions. Even the experiences of diverse
college students in regular activities such as class discussions require attention to ensure
practices of culturally responsive pedagogy. Each aspect of classroom facilitation allows
faculty an opportunity to actively give voice to students who are often marginalized because
of social identity and power relationships. Ongoing examination of the possibilities for more
engaging and supportive learning environments at the community college as well as all levels
of education is needed to broaden this avenue to empowerment.
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Each of these studies offers an important consideration for creating a relevant and
responsive environment for diverse students. First, educators must be careful not to group
students of color into one category and assume that they all have the same needs; multiple
aspects of identity and nuanced understandings of individuals’ needs are essential. Also,
awareness of the feelings and perspectives of both students and teachers are needed to
improve an educational climate; finding out what students believe is effective and then
looking at it from the teachers’ perspective helps present a broader picture. Next, enhancing
cultural relevance through a focus on studying diverse cultures and histories along with
increased academic rigor produce strong outcomes. Once students’ interests are piqued,
instructors can expect more engaged and productive learning. Lastly, teacher professional
development, mentoring, and ongoing support help teachers improve their facilitation to
create positive classroom interactions and discourse patterns. In other words, what happens in
the classroom matters, and teachers at all levels of education need ongoing opportunities to
reflect on their craft and a supportive environment in which they can continually improve.
Teachers must be lifelong learners of the arts of presentation, discussion facilitation,
structuring of cooperative learning, curriculum design, formative assessment, and selfreflection to name a few. Content knowledge is essentially equal to or even second to the
knowledge and finesse involved in effective teaching.
Table 1 shows the pedagogical paradigms and associated terms that have developed
over decades of research supporting the needs of diverse students at various levels of
schooling along with a description of each term as well as relevant theorists.
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Table 1
Pedagogical Paradigms and Associated Terms
Paradigm

Associated Term

Description

Theorist(s)

Aligning with
Cultures to Meet
Diverse Students’
Needs

Cultural difference

Leveraging cultural
differences in the
classroom
Aligning with students’
cultural backgrounds

LaBelle (1971)

Cultural responsiveness

Matching social cues and
preferred interaction styles

Cazden & Leggett
(1981)

Cultural congruence

Acknowledging cultural
patterns of interaction

Mohatt & Erickson
(1981)

Sociolinguistic diversity

Addressing culturally
Heath (1983)
situated nature of literacy
and discourse
Designing and Adapting
Jordan (1985)
instructional approaches for
distinct populations

Actively Making
Adjustments to
Engage and
Support Students

Cultural appropriateness

Cultural compatibility

Mitigating cultural
discontinuity
Cultural synchronization
Cultural funds of
knowledge

Striving towards
Socio-Political
Awareness,
Engagement, and
Liberation

Liberation pedagogy

Critical pedagogy

Participatory pedagogy

Transformative pedagogy

(continued on following page)

Au & Jordan (1981)

Bridging from home
enculturation to school
environment
Fostering inclusive culture,
policies, and procedures

Macias (1987)

Honoring and utilizing
cultural knowledge from
the community
Critical consciousness for
reflection, dialogue, and
social action
Critique origins and
operations of oppressive
social structures
Learner-driven
establishment of purpose,
process, and meaning
Educating as a practice of
freedom to promote
spiritual and mental growth

Moll (1992)

Irvine (1990)

Freire (1970)

Giroux (1983)

Shor (1992)

hooks (1994)
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Table 1 (continued)
Paradigm
Associated Term
Culturally relevant
pedagogy

Culturally responsive
pedagogy

Description

Theorist(s)

Utilizing culture as a
vehicle for academic
success, cultural
competence, and critical
consciousness
Teaching to and through
students for empowerment,
transformation, and
emancipation

Ladson-Billings
(2009)

Gay (2010)

Examining Dissertations on Culturally Responsive Pedagogy

A search in the ProQuest Digital database shows that there are a limited number of
unpublished dissertations on culturally responsive pedagogy at the post-secondary level with
even fewer focused on the community college. Of one hundred studies that were best matches
with the search terms “culturally responsive pedagogy” as described by “Geneva Gay”
relevant to “college” in ProQuest Digital, most were conducted in elementary and middlegrade levels, few in high schools, and even fewer at the post-secondary level. Many were
related to pre-service teacher education programs which prepare teachers K-12 teaching.
Of the six studies on “culturally responsive pedagogy” conducted at the post-secondary level,
there were four studies specifically related to teaching at the college level. One college-level
study examines empathic interaction between White female professors’ perceptions and Black
male students. Another was about graduate assistants teaching first year composition. A third
was related to diversity efforts and interactions at a women’s liberal arts college, pedagogical
approaches, and institutional diversity policies. The fourth study, “Pedagogy, Experience, and
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Culture: How Professors Think about Race in Their Classroom,” completed in 2005 by
Roland Walker Mitchell focused on how professors at a university see race in their classroom
and how that thinking affects their teaching, which is similar to this study in its methodology
and focus on development of culturally responsive pedagogy. Mitchell obtained his data from
interviews, observations, focus groups, and follow-up interviews. This is the only study to
have a similar purpose and design but was not conducted at a community college. The two
studies involving community colleges included a study of issues related to cultural
responsiveness in support services in the community college and another about culturally
responsive peer mentors in a basic skills program, but none specifically examined the
development and function of culturally responsive pedagogy in the community-college
classroom.
Expanding research terms in ProQuest to include “culturally relevant teaching”
yielded three additional unpublished dissertations directly related to culturally responsive
pedagogy with many of the same methods as in the published studies in the literature review.
Researchers utilized interviews, focus groups, observations, artifacts, and surveys. These
studies included, “Students’ Perceptions of Classroom factors that Impact Success for African
American Students in Higher Education Settings” by Phyllis Baker in 1998, “A Case Study
Examining the Effective Teaching Practices that Increase Achievement of At-Risk African
American and Caucasian Students” by Patricia J. Burke in 2002, and “In Order to Teach Me,
You Have to Know Me: A Mixed-Methods Study of African-American Male Classroom
Engagement” by Jack Henderson in 2013.

54
Although these three dissertations focus on aspects of culturally relevant pedagogy,
the methodology varies. Baker’s qualitative study used semi-structured interviews of African
American students at a private, four-year college on the far southwest side of Chicago. This
school site reflected the nature of the problem in that it is a predominately White institution
that enrolls a significant number of African American students. Of approximately 2,378
undergraduate students, 336 were African American, whereas 98% of the faculty were
Caucasian. Purposeful sampling was used to invite African American students matriculating
from the university to participate in the study. The 15 African American students who
volunteered were enthusiastic participants, as they were eager to share their perspectives.
There were 12 female and three male participants in the study, which was not gender
balanced, but still provided rich data. In the methodology section, the researcher revealed the
inspiration behind her topic—she had observed the African American students at the college
where she was teaching migrating towards the African American faculty in the department,
which engendered interest in cultural differences and needs in the learning environment.
Burke’s qualitative case-study approach was based on Ladson-Billings’s (2009)
ethnographic three-year study, The Dreamkeepers: Successful Teachers of African-American
children. However, whereas Ladson-Billings asked parents to identify teachers who were
effective with diverse student engagement, Burke states that the students were the key
stakeholders in her study and asked them to select teachers to participate in the study. Burke
narrowed in on the Upward Bound Students, as they were identified as at-risk. LadsonBillings’s study took place in an elementary school setting, but Burke worked with
elementary, middle, and high schools in her school district, utilizing interviews of students,
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teachers, and administrators, analyzing the data by utilizing word counts and developing
themed categories. In addition to the interviews, she used feedback from a teacher survey
regarding teachers’ beliefs and data from students’ school records to construct additional
meaning. Burke indicated in her final chapter that it may have been helpful to utilize
classroom observations as Ladson-Billings had done to get a richer understanding of
culturally relevant teaching through the various approaches discussed from her findings.
While interviews provide descriptive insights into individuals’ experiences and perceptions,
field notes from observations can enhance the researcher’s ability to construct meaning from
various angles.
Henderson’s study is a correlational, grounded theory design seeking to understand
African American male students’ perspectives on which teaching pedagogies optimize their
ability to connect to and understand course content as well as to explore teacher beliefs that
lead to selection of these strategies. The study was set in a non-profit, public alternative high
school in Chicago, Illinois. Henderson’s design utilized student and teacher surveys to which
he added open-ended questions for qualitative data, resulting in a mixed-method approach.
The depth of this study was increased by Henderson’s use of mastery goal-achievement, selfcategorization, and critical race theory frameworks to assess and examine pedagogical
methods. In essence, the study examines pedagogical approaches for diverse student
engagement from both the student and teacher perspectives. The correlational design allowed
the researcher to confirm or disprove relationships among variables, but does not explain why
the relationships exist, which is why the qualitative aspect was added. The researcher
modified existing survey instruments on cognitive engagement and culturally relevant beliefs
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to adapt them to this study and provide reliability and validity. This complex design provided
rich quantitative and qualitative data which were aligned by the researcher to illuminate the
impact of culturally relevant pedagogical decisions and attitudes on the retention of African
American males.
Although one of these studies utilized quantitative data from a survey, all three studies
relied on qualitative data to fully convey the experiences and perspectives of the participants,
leaving the impression that qualitative data is essential to fully describing and understanding
the nuances of culturally responsive pedagogy in the classroom. Although quantitative data is
helpful in demonstrating that students are more successful when culturally responsive
pedagogy is utilized, it is difficult to understand how or why without some description of how
it functions to yield greater success.

Efforts to Develop Cultural Competence Among Faculty

In a research brief on cultural proficiency, Walker (2007) summarizes the definition of
cultural proficiency as a way of being that allows individuals to work effectively with people
who are different than them and explains that the literature reveals that this competency must
be developed though inner reflection. Experiences designed for critical reflection on one’s
own racial identity and awareness of biases are essential for educators as well as others
working to support students in a diverse environment.
The emerging research on the effects of critical reflection and self-awareness as they
relate to racial identity are promising, although much of it has been conducted in pre-service
teacher education programs, in the field of counseling, and in healthcare where there is an
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emphasis on staff training and development related to diversity. Sharma, Phillion, and
Malewski (2011) examined the practice of critical reflection for developing pre-service
teachers’ multicultural competencies and found that ongoing critical reflection and
transformative ways for framing multicultural experiences as practices of social inquiry
utilized in a study abroad program in Honduras were effective in promoting the development
of multicultural competencies for teaching and learning. Critical reflection for developing
multicultural competencies is necessary for success in teaching diverse students and vital to
teacher education pre-service and professional development programs.
Reflections on personal racial identity development help teachers to develop a greater
awareness of their own cultural lenses and biases as well as the viewpoints of others so that
they may be more responsive. Han, Wes-Olatunji, and Thomas (2011) used racial identity
development theory to explore cultural competence among early childhood educators. This
peer-reviewed case study examines cultural competence among early childhood educators
through interviews of four White kindergarten teachers in four elementary schools in the
southeastern United States. The reflections of the teachers reveal that racial identity
development influences beliefs and perspectives of educators and their abilities to understand
and teach culturally diverse students. Self-recognition and awareness of racial identity are
crucial components of teacher professional development that enhance cultural competence.
Pairing pre-service or new educators with coaches or mentors is another way to foster
growth in cultural awareness and responsiveness. Kruse (2012) described culturally relevant
preparation and training as vital training for developing cultural responsiveness in early
childhood educators, with dialogue between teacher candidates and coaches as a means of
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critical examination and reflection. This peer-reviewed study emphasized the importance of
effective approaches to culturally relevant training and individualized coaching of family
members, friends, and neighborhood early childhood caregivers. Based on staff interviews
and a curricular review at an urban, early childhood educator training agency, culturally
responsive early educator and caregiver preparation was determined to be a critical factor in
the success of the early caregiver’s professional development, thus producing better outcomes
for low-income and marginalized children.
Group counseling or therapy sessions can also prove effective in working with school
personnel to develop cultural competencies. West-Olatunji, Goodman, and Shure (2011) used
this approach with school counselors to prepare them to support diverse students’ needs. This
peer-reviewed study promotes the regular use of multicultural counseling and therapy sessions
with counselor educators to assist school counselors in becoming more aware of their biases
to increase cultural competency.
Online collaboration can also be utilized to foster communication and growth related
to racial identity and awareness. Ilieva and Erguner-Tekinalp (2012) examined the
development of cultural competencies of future school counselors through dialogue and
critical reflection via computer applications. This peer-reviewed study examines the
effectiveness of online communication and collaboration to improve students’ multicultural
counseling and social justice advocacy skills. This model of developing social justice
advocacy competencies through dialogue and critical reflections is promising for correcting
misconceptions and well as promoting personal growth and change. Utilizing group
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discussions and online, guided forums for professional development may serve as effective
ways to support faculty in ongoing development of cultural competencies.
Another group format for developing cultural competency is a professional
development course. Haber and Getz (2011) created a graduate student global study course in
Doha, Qatar to develop intercultural competence in future student affairs professionals. The
two-week global study course in Qatar was designed to develop intercultural competence for
graduate students in a higher education leadership and student affairs program at the
University of San Diego. The immersion experience in Qatar and the Arab community
included research, experiential learning, service learning, and reflection for students to
actively engage in mutual inquiry across differences. The researchers provided the rationale
that intercultural competence is becoming more important in a variety of organizational
settings with a shift away from the mere composition of diversity to the ability to understand
and interact effectively with people from diverse backgrounds.
Cultural immersion experiences can be instrumental in the continual growth of
professionals committed to ongoing development of cultural competency. Streets’s (2011)
reflections on the cultural immersion experience of a doctoral student in psychology in Costa
Rica demonstrates the need, even for counselors well-trained in diversity, to continue to work
through conscious and unconscious biases and increase cultural competency to be more
effective with diverse clients. Interviews of faculty who have been identified as being
culturally competent may reveal that having immersion experiences working with a group that
is different from one’s own culture is a significant factor in developing skills for working with
diverse student groups.
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Cultural competence needs to be integrated into all aspects of a school system in order
to affect great change. Ngo’s (2012) recommendations demonstrate that a school community
must recognize this need to transform schools throughout all dimensions. This peer-reviewed
study surveyed ESL students and parents in four major districts in Alberta to offer insights as
to how the K-12 schools respond to cultural diversity and makes a call for systemic change in
which cultural diversity is integrated into all structures and functions to achieve cultural
competence. The recommendation to integrate cultural competence into professional
development and educational leadership programs at institutions of higher education would
need to involve faculty and administrators in a comprehensive movement.
Perhaps the most effective means to make cultural competence a priority would be to
tie school accreditation to the successful implementation of programs related to culturally
relevant and responsive curricula and teaching. A report from a task force on cultural
competence in the health sciences in New Mexico (New Mexico Higher Education
Department, 2007) serves as a model. This report seeks to examine and inform the
development of curricula in healthcare education programs to develop cultural competency in
providers and reduce disparities in healthcare between majority and minority populations.
Findings call for identification of best practices, profession-specific models, formation of
working groups, and cultural competence standards tied to accreditation criteria. In addition
to developing recommendations for best practice in evaluating and developing cultural
competence in among faculty, there may be a call for more substantive cultural competence
standards tied to accreditation for college programs.
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Conclusion

The scarcity of empirical research examining how culturally relevant and responsive
pedagogies are employed in the community college classroom leaves many questions about
which approaches are most effective at that level of schooling. However, this lack of research
provides an opportunity for rich, qualitative study incorporating many aspects of the research
that has been conducted at other levels of schooling in the decades following desegregation.
The researchers who have blazed the trail on the long road to culturally relevant and
responsive pedagogy have provided an understanding of the key principles, but deeper
understanding of how these ideals are successfully operationalized is needed. The journey is
well underway, with transformative pedagogy for intellectual and spiritual growth, democratic
participation, and social justice as the primary aims (hooks, 1994). In order to become more
culturally relevant and responsive educators, faculty must first have the desire to understand
how these approaches serve students and society and continue growing in their awareness and
improving their practice. Truly liberatory teaching connects the desire to understand oneself
and others with the will to transform as individuals and as a society, both for students and
teachers (hooks, 1994). Education that furthers the causes of freedom and humanity must
involve ongoing conscientization and continual metamorphosis of the mind and the soul for
all who partake. It seems that this conception of education is steadily emerging, and has
limitless potential to transform the world. Abundant research and reflection will be needed to
continue on the road to culturally relevant and responsive pedagogy and support the paradigm
of education for integrity and social justice.

CHAPTER 3
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY: STUDYING THE DREAMKEEPERS

The purpose of this study was to explore the teaching practices considered effective
for African American students in community college classrooms and to examine their
relationships to the descriptive characteristics of culturally relevant pedagogy as defined by
Gloria Ladson-Billings (2009) and responsive pedagogy as defined by Geneva Gay (2010). A
comprehensive research plan allowed for clearer understanding of culturally relevant and
culturally responsive pedagogies vital to increasing educators’ awareness of how to engage
diverse students and improve instruction. The primary methodology used for this qualitative
research study was interviewing as “individuals’ consciousness gives access to the most
complicated social and educational issues” (Seidman, 2013, p. 7). This approach allowed me
to examine the participants’ reflections on the meanings of events and interactions, the
dynamics of the educational environment, the behaviors of the faculty and students, the ways
in which people make sense of interactions, and their understandings of them (Bogdan &
Bilken, 2007). Faculty were interviewed about their teaching practices, their personal and
professional backgrounds, and their approaches to working with African American students in
particular, using interview questions adapted from Ladson-Billings’s “Dreamkeepers” (2009)
study in which she observed and interviewed teachers who were identified as particularly
effective with African American students at the elementary level. This study documents the
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dispositions and practices of highly effective teachers of diverse student groups at the
community college level, particularly African American students.

Recruitment Procedures

During scheduled visits to clubs and organizations for African American students, I
asked students and group advisors about their experiences and perceptions of effective
teaching and asked students to identify instructors who they feel work well with African
American students. In order to provide students with some support in defining working well
with African American students, I provided general illustrations of how faculty may be
particularly effective with African American students such as by making them feel welcome,
by promoting inclusivity of diverse cultural references and perspectives, and by making
students feel their contributions were valued and that they could succeed. I started with the
Black Student Union and also asked counselors from the Center for Multicultural Learning
and advisors of African American student clubs such the affinity groups like the M.A.L.E.
(Men Achieving Learning & Empowered) Institute and E.L.I.T.E. (Engagement and
Leadership Initiative to Transition Effectively) for their input on faculty who are regularly
mentioned by students they work with as being effective with African American students.
These individuals have meaningful relationships with many students in these groups, and, as
insiders, were able to help students become more comfortable making recommendations and
were also able to recommend faculty members themselves (Creswell, 2008). I conducted the
group visits in the Center where students felt comfortable and shared information about
myself, my background, my purpose for conducting the research, and confidentiality in order
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to put the students at ease so that they could have a candid discussion, and I could solicit
recommendations. I also asked administrators from the Center for Adjunct Faculty
Development and the Academy for Leadership in Teaching for recommendations of faculty
who have been observed as particularly effective in creating engaging and inclusive
classroom experiences for students of color, with a focus on those who work particularly well
with African American students.
Although I may have some awareness of who among my colleagues demonstrates
characteristics of culturally relevant and responsive pedagogy in the classroom, I deferred to
the students, advisors, and administrators to determine what cultural relevance and
responsiveness means to them and identify faculty members who they would consider to be
highly effective teachers of African American students. Then, we briefly discussed the
classroom facilitation of the faculty members who were recommended by students to gather
insights as to why they are considered effective. Faculty who were recommended by both
students and advisors were cross-checked with administrators to gather additional impressions
as support for participant selection.
Next, I invited faculty who were named by the students, counselors, and/or
administrators to participate in the study. Faculty were honored by the recognition from their
students and willing to talk about their backgrounds and experiences, and I made sure they
were aware of the expectation of participating in multiple interviews, observations, and a
collaborative interpretation session (Ladson-Billings, 2009). At the conclusion of the initial
intake interviews, I asked faculty members to allow me to schedule visits to their classes
where I could see the experience as a nonparticipant observer (Creswell, 2008). Interviews
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were scheduled in between observations to provide opportunities for me to ask clarifying
questions and record faculty members’ reflections on materials, instructional strategies, and
interactions when I needed further information.
The study was approved through the Institutional Research Board of Northern Illinois
University as well as through the secondary institutional research board process at the
research site. The IRB requests and approvals are included in Appendix A

Setting
Community colleges are the gateway to post-secondary education for many students
who are the first in their families to attend college, come from lower socioeconomic
backgrounds, are from historically underrepresented groups, with some fitting all of these
classifications. Nationally, community colleges provide access to students of color, but the
achievement gaps persist, with 5.5% of African American students completing degrees or
earning certificates within three years as opposed to 33% of Whites (CCCSE, 2014). As a
predominately White institution of about 15,000 students annually, of which over 40% are
students of color, Northwest Community College 1 is attempting to improve persistence and
completion among students of color to reduce the educational disparities as stated in the goals
of the strategic plan, which are posted on the institutional website. As in the case of many
other predominately White institutions, Northwest Community College’s institutional data
show that student success initiatives have increased the graduation rates for African American
students from 4% in 2010 to 11% in 2013, but 11% is still a low figure compared to the 26%

1

All schools and participants have been given pseudonyms to protect identities
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graduation rate of White students at the college. Support that addresses cultural and academic
needs of diverse students is necessary to bolster the success of African American students
(CCCSE, 2014).
A variety of programs have been developed to support minority student engagement,
but very little has been done within these programs to address pedagogical approaches
affecting the students’ experiences in the classroom. The college has institutionalized a
summer bridge program to prepare students of color for success, but even in this program
there are greater numbers of White faculty members working with students than faculty of
color, and both White and Black faculty members have experienced some difficulty with
student disengagement. Additional awareness and training related to culturally relevant and
responsive pedagogy for faculty teaching in these programs would only strengthen student
outcomes.
In cooperation with the Diverse Relationships Encouraged across Multiple Cultures
(DREAM) affinity group for faculty of color and the faculty senate, the college administration
formed a task force to look at the issue of diversity and inclusion to create a diversity plan.
The goals of the plan included a new Special Assistant to the President for Diversity and
Inclusion and a fellowship program for recruiting and retaining faculty of color as a means of
working toward having a faculty that represents the diversity of the district. However, with
limited minority candidates in the pool for faculty positions, there are few faculty of color
being hired. Although faculty and staff with diverse backgrounds are undoubtedly integral to
supporting diverse student engagement, efforts must also be made to develop cultural
competencies of all current and incoming faculty, regardless of racial and ethnic background,
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to become effective teachers of students of color. While many new programs and initiatives
have been launched, not much has been done to improve what goes on in the actual classroom
experience. There is a strong need for ongoing research to identify and understand culturally
relevant and responsive pedagogies and inform the creation of professional development
centered on strengthening diverse student engagement to improve persistence and completion
outcomes.
According to the Spring 2015 Fact Book published on the institutional website by
internal institutional research, Northwest Community College has an annual enrollment that
hovers around 15,000 students, with about one-third of these students enrolled full-time and
two-thirds enrolled part-time. The district is predominately White, with 67.3% of the
population Caucasian, 16,2% Hispanic/Latino, 12.4% Asian, and 2.4% African American.
The college enrollment is similar to the district demographics, with 56% of the students
enrolled identifying as Caucasian, 22% Hispanic/Latino, 11% Asian, and 5% Black, nonHispanic. Overall completion rates show 21% of students graduating and 29% transferring. Of
those completers, 67% are Caucasian, 14.9% Latino/Hispanic, 10.2% Asian, and 4.4% Black,
non-Hispanic. In actual numbers, 2,251 White students and 147 Black students graduated with
a degree or certificate. Of college employees, 61.2% are White, 5% are Hispanic/Latino, and
2.9% are Black.

Data Collection

In order to better understand culturally relevant and responsive pedagogy in the
community college classroom, one must first study teachers who are described as effective in
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teaching diverse students. Students and counselors in the Center for Multicultural Learning,
African American student clubs and advisors, and administrators were asked to identify
faculty members who have proven effective in diverse student engagement, particularly with
African American students (Appendix B). Interviews and observations of faculty nominated
by multiple students and staff allowed for further understanding of the development of
effective teaching strategies for engaging and supporting diverse student groups.
I utilized snowball sampling (Creswell, 2008) by having students, advisors,
counselors, and administrators identify faculty members who are particularly effective in
working with African American students. From the recommendations, I selected five faculty
to participate in this study. The faculty were made aware that participating in the study would
involve a considerable time commitment for interviews along with opening up their
classrooms for observations and sharing materials with me (Appendices C and D). Each
faculty member was studied one at a time with minimal overlap, and schedules were set so
that the interviews and observations would occur alternately. Using the three-interview
method developed by Seidman (2013), the first interview explored life history and teaching
background. The second interview explored teaching, particularly as it pertains to working
with African American students. Finally, the third interview addressed the treatment of
structural inequalities.
I conducted three, 90-minute interviews with each faculty member, which were
recorded on audio and transcribed. Replay of the audio recordings provided opportunities to
interpret emphasis through tone and inflection. After each of the first two interviews, I
conducted observations of their classroom facilitation, which were recorded with a digital
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video camera on the back of a tablet with a stand so as to blend in with the classroom
environment. I also took detailed field notes during the observations to be analyzed along with
the video recordings. The video allowed for review of the footage for a deeper understanding
of the interactions between the instructors and students as well as a sense of the mood of the
classroom contexts.

Interview Protocol

Each participant was interviewed on three separate occasions with observations in
between. The interviews followed a protocol adapted from the interview questions in LadsonBillings’s (2009) study as described in Dreamkeepers: Successful Teachers of African
American Children. The questions were about life history, personal and professional
backgrounds, philosophies of teaching, teaching African American students, and addressing
structural inequalities. The questions were adapted from Ladson-Billings’s (2009) original
study so that they gathered information about the same pertinent topics, but in ways that were
more applicable to the community college setting. The questions included were used as
prompts with planned follow-up questions utilized in order to get more detail for as needed. In
addition, I asked faculty to share stories or examples to illustrate each response as time
permitted (see Appendix).

Classroom Observations

Classroom observations were scheduled on days that the faculty members were
facilitating class lectures, discussions, and activities rather than giving an exam or utilizing
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extended multimedia, and lasted from 50 to 75 minutes depending on the length of the class
period. I took written field notes and videotaped each observation and wrote brief analytic
memos following each visit upon review of notes and recordings (Saldaña, 2013). Postobservation discussion took place at the beginning of subsequent interviews as needed in
order to provide an opportunity to clarify approaches and strategies as well as discuss what
the faculty member found important about what took place during the observation. I
functioned as a participant observer in that the students were aware of my presence and
purpose, although I only participated in conversations with students on rare occasions as
appropriate (Spradley, 1980). This role optimized the comfort level of the students and the
instructors for a more natural classroom environment.

Artifact Collection

As an extension of classroom observations, examination of artifacts related to teaching
such as syllabi, handouts, assignment sheets, grading rubrics, and instructional materials such
as visuals and multimedia were analyzed for elements related to culturally relevant and
responsive pedagogy. In addition to collecting and analyzing instructor-generated documents,
course texts and multimedia that instructors used during observations were included from
particularly meaningful lessons and activities.

Data Analysis

The interview data was recorded using a high-quality digital voice application while I
took notes on key words and phrases. Upon completion of each interview, the audio recording
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was analyzed and the interviews were transcribed for greater detail. In the transcription
procedures, participants were assigned a pseudonym to protect confidentiality. Finding
pseudonyms can be a sensitive task, and I wanted the pseudonyms to be meaningful
(Seidman, 2013). Pseudonyms were created using the letter of the alphabet that represented
their order of participation in the study, A-E, so that transcripts and artifacts could be filed in
alphabetical order corresponding to participants’ names. Then, an Internet search of common
names related to the participants’ racial, ethnic, or religious backgrounds that begin with that
letter was used to identify potential pseudonyms, and I selected the most fitting name for
each. Annemarie is of German decent, Bob is a White male, Calvin is an African American
male, Daniel is a Jewish male, and Esther is an African American female. After the
interviews, observations, and post-observation conferences transcripts were complete,
creating a profile and vignette of each teacher interviewed was an effective way of
establishing context and opened up the interview material to analysis and interpretation
(Seidman, 2013). Where there was not enough background and detail to develop a profile of a
participant, additional follow-up questions were posed in order to obtain more complete
information. The collective interpretation session was also recorded and transcribed in order
to make them available for closer analysis.
The first step in analyzing the data collected in the recordings and transcripts was
through the development of a coding scheme (Creswell, 2008). According to Saldaña (2013),
a code is a researcher-generated construct that attributes interpreted meaning to each
individual datum for later purposes of pattern detection, categorization, theory building, and
other analytic processes; the code represents the datum’s primary content and essence. I
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replayed the audio and video recordings and read over the transcripts to give each idea a
representative label relevant to the research questions. When patterns emerged, I wrote down
meaningful words and phrases, which became the coding categories. I utilized to these
categories to classify data under themes related to the characteristics of culturally relevant
pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 2009) and culturally responsive pedagogy (Gay, 2010).
Additional themes were developed related to the personal and professional backgrounds of the
faculty.
Field notes from classroom observations and video recordings of facilitation and
interactions were coded using focused coding, which is close analysis on the basis of topics
that have been identified as being of particular interest (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 2011).
Artifact analysis included teachers’ syllabi, handouts, assignment sheets, and other related
materials. Focused coding was used again for the analysis of documents from teachers’
classes and provided insight as to how teachers approach their courses, classroom activities,
interactions, and assignments in relation to principles of culturally relevant and responsive
pedagogy. The coding of all data focused on the most significant or frequent codes from the
initial coding of the data, and then those codes were categorized under themes based on the
descriptive characteristics of culturally relevant pedagogy as presented by Gloria LadsonBillings (2009) and culturally responsive pedagogy as presented by Geneva Gay (2010).
Assertions were developed using brief memos explaining the relationship of the data to the
coded themes based on the work of Ladson-Billings (2009) and Gay (2010). Memos were also
used to identify similarities in the narratives related to instructors’ backgrounds and
experiences from which original themes emerged.
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Notes, transcripts, artifacts, and memos related to the interviews were read and marked
for connections to themes related to the common conceptions and shared visions of culturally
relevant pedagogy according to Ladson-Billings (2009) and then by characteristics of
culturally responsive pedagogy according to Gay (2010) as a way of classifying or coding the
data (Seidman, 2013). I also conducted a document analysis of artifacts such as syllabi,
handouts, and assignments from the participants’ courses and coded them for the themes. This
allowed for a better sense of the overall approach to teaching and learning in the classroom
and how the instructors represent their pedagogy through written materials. Next, the
interview transcripts were coded again to examine patterns in faculty members’ backgrounds
and experiences, and four interpretive categories emerged (Seidman, 2013). Some material
was included in multiple themes as there was significant overlap.

Collective Analysis

As in Ladson-Billings’s (2009) work, a group of educators who have been involved in
scholarship and research of culturally relevant and responsive pedagogies were asked to
review the data along with the faculty participants for collective interpretation and analysis.
At the culmination of the data gathering, this group was convened to discuss select excerpts
from data analysis to reflect on the practices within and confirm or revise my interpretations
(Appendix E). Two collaborative interpretation sessions were held to accommodate varying
availability, with some faculty participants at each session. In this way, dialogue led to
gathered “wisdom of practice” (Ladson-Billings, 2009, p. 188). The discussion was audio
recorded for analysis and transcribed for further insights into the interpretation of the data.
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Researcher Role and Assumptions

Issues in multicultural education have been of great interest to me since I moved from
a rural, essentially monocultural town in the southwest tier of New York State called the
Chautauqua-Allegheny region to a north suburb bordering Chicago where I attended Maine
East High School. Maine East was quite the change for me as it is known for its ethnic, racial,
linguistic, religious, and socioeconomic diversity. There, as a White, Anglo student whose
native language was English, I became a minority among my peers and began learning about
diverse cultural lenses and experiences. My first day, I was in awe listening to Demetra
speaking Greek in our world cultures class; many of my new classmates spoke to their friends
in Greek, Polish, Korean, Tagalog, and many other languages I had never heard before. I
played basketball with an Armenian girl named Shooshan. My Indian neighbor, Amed, shared
what I can assume was fresh naan with me while waiting for the bus one day. An African
American neighbor, Tiger, taught me to listen to the rhythm of music. Filipino and Latino
student groups danced in the hallway afterschool. I ate matzah crackers with a Jewish friend
on a day off from school during Passover, and learned to appreciate home cooking from all
around the world, such as pastitsio, that reminded me of a Greek version of what I thought of
as a cross between as lasagna and goulash, and kimchee, Korean fermented cabbage that
reminded me of nothing I had ever had before. I was now living in an area that was a port of
entry to the United States from all over the world, and the school’s foyer boasted flags that
celebrated the dozens of countries represented in the student body.
During my teacher education and graduate program at the University of Illinois at
Urbana-Champaign, I was influenced by several professors whose research was related to
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various aspects of multicultural education, educational policy studies, and race and cultural
relations. Professor James D. Anderson, who wrote about the history of African American
education in the South, opened my eyes to institutionalized racism. Arlette Ingram Willis
exposed me to multicultural literature and multicultural education, even when she got
pushback from the students who thought there was too much emphasis on multicultural
education. College of Education professors, including Georgia Garcia, Rosalinda Barrera, M.
Mobin Shorish, and English professor Stephanie Foote focused on issues related to race and
culture and furthered my desire to understand the complexities of our society. I took a
comparative literature class for the first time and learned to unfold the meaning of what it
meant to occupy other spaces in the world as well.
As a graduate student, I began my work with diverse student populations as a graduate
assistant in academic support for student-athletes, working with many students who came to
the University of Illinois to participate in sports, but weren’t necessarily prepared for the
academic rigor. After completing my master’s degree in education in curriculum and
instruction, I taught reading, English, and composition in a predominately African American
high school in the south suburbs of Chicago and then in a high school in the northwest
suburbs with a large Latino/a population. Each school community had its own set of strengths
and challenges. An additional experience that allowed me to learn more about what students
need was when I began working as an academic tutor in residential group homes for teens
who were neglected, abused, abandoned, or in need of supervision who had little emotional
safety and security. After teaching a few GED, developmental reading, and college success
courses as an adjunct instructor, I became full-time faculty in developmental reading and
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learning strategies at a predominately White, suburban community college, where I currently
work as an associate professor of English and interdisciplinary studies. Now, I teach
developmental English and college success courses to the students who are not quite college
ready for a variety of individual as well as structural reasons related to our education system.
Social justice has always been a focus of my professional life and is certainly
important in my personal life. My intermittent involvement in the Unitarian Universalist faith
community stems from my belief in uniting people across cultures and ideologies. My
extended family includes family members of Anglo, Asian, African, and Latino/a ancestry
through interracial marriage and adoptions, and I am a single parent raising biracial (Korean
and Anglo) children. I have observed the racial identity development in my own children as it
relates to their comfort with themselves, both socially and academically. My commitment to
diverse student engagement has been bolstered through my experiences as a student, teacher,
friend, family member, partner, and parent. From my journey so far, I have developed a sense
of what philosophies and experiences lead to one’s strengths as a teacher of diverse students.
My background and experiences have undoubtedly influenced this study. My
assumption going into the study was that teachers who have had lived and worked in diverse
settings were more comfortable and skillful with diverse groups of students. Another
supposition I brought to the study is that the faculty who are considered highly effective with
diverse students have experienced discrimination based on some aspect of their personal
identities and/or have been intimately involved with someone who has experienced
discrimination and therefore have a deeper understanding and greater awareness of the plight
of the oppressed in society. Another possibility would be that these faculty had witnessed or
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had intimate knowledge of a jarring experience in which a person or group was discriminated
against to the point that it changed their orientation towards hegemonic ideologies and
structures that perpetuate suffering. Other theories I had were that teachers who work well
with diverse students have a high level of comfort in discussing issues of identity, race, and
oppression and will demonstrate that in their classroom facilitation. I also assumed that they
have has some training or involvement in professional development related to multicultural
education. Lastly, I presumed that teachers who are identified as successful teachers of
African American students established relationships with students by sharing their own
struggles with them and demonstrating concern for their students’ struggles as well. My
philosophies stemmed largely from the literature in the field and my experiences in a variety
of school settings, and I felt it was important to be aware of my assumptions as I analyzed the
data in order to allow other patterns and themes in the data to emerge.
Although I am an outsider to the African American experience as an Anglo/White
female, I have had significant experience with African American culture through personal and
professional relationships and am able to establish comfortable communication with diverse
groups about issues of race and culture with relative ease. By sharing some information about
my personal and professional background as well as the aims of my research with
participants, I feel I was able to establish trust and open communication with students, staff,
faculty, and administrators in all phases of the study. I hope to continue this dialogue as we
work together to develop a stronger sense of what works best to cultivate and maintain
relevance and responsiveness to students’ needs in order to provide transformative
educational experiences for all.

CHAPTER 4
BEING FOR REAL: STAYING RELEVANT TO STUDENTS’ LIVES

Chapter four begins with an introduction to the research participants followed by the
data that addresses the question: “How do community college faculty who have been
described as being successful in engaging African American students utilize practices of
culturally relevant pedagogy as described by Gloria Ladson-Billings (2009)?” This section
presents material from the interviews and observations that relates to the themes of common
conceptions and shared visions characterized as culturally relevant by Ladson-Billings (2009).
This exploration focuses on pedagogical implications related to culturally relevant faculty
dispositions and perceptions. Common conceptions refers to similarities in thinking and
shared beliefs about education, which include strong identification with the profession and
high regard for students, awareness of the importance of community building and cultural
integrity, and a view of knowledge as flexible and contestable. Shared visions refers to
similarities in the aims and objectives of education, which includes developing academic
proficiency and intellectual engagement, building on prior knowledge and cultural
experiences, and cultivating a critical consciousness to challenge and change oppressive
structures.
Figure 1 overviews the faculty dispositions that serve as foundations of cultural
responsiveness.
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Common
Conceptions

• strong identification with profession and high
regard for students
• awareness of the importance of community
building and cultural integrity
• view knowledge as flexible and contestable
• developing academic proficiency and
intellectual engagement
• building on prior knowledge and cultural
Shared
experiences
Visions
• cultivating a critical consciousness to
challenge and change oppressive structures
• understanding,
valuing, and
anticipating
students' needs
Cultural
• preparing and
Responsiveness
planning
educational
experiences and
instructional
approaches
according to divere
students' needs
• skillfully
responding to
individual and
classoom situations
as they arise

Figure 1. Faculty dispositions as foundations of cultural relevance and responsiveness.

Introduction to the “Dreamkeeper” Faculty

The faculty who participated in this study come from a variety of racial, ethnic,
religious, socioeconomic, and geographic backgrounds as well as different academic
disciplines. Of the five faculty participants, three are Anglo and two are African American.
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One is Catholic, one atheist, one Jewish, and two are nondenominational Christian. Three of
the participants are male and two are female. Three originate from the Chicago area, two
originate in other states, four of the five have lived in other parts of the country for an
extended period of time, and one has lived out of the country as an ambassador in Africa.
Four of the participants were first- generation college students, and one has parents who both
have post-secondary degrees. The participants’ ages range from early 30s to early 70s. Two
are adjunct faculty members, two are tenured professors, and one received tenure soon after
the study was completed. All were recommended by Northwest Community College students,
counselors, and/or administrators as being particularly effective in teaching African American
students.

Annemarie

Annemarie is a developmental reading and English instructor who is teaching at
Northwest Community College as an adjunct after retirement from high school teaching. She
is an Anglo American woman who has lived in Chicago and the surrounding suburbs and has
taught in diverse settings in the Chicago area, including several high schools and colleges
with high percentages of African American students. Her formative years were spent studying
with nuns who were social activists involved in the Civil Rights Movement. During her first
teaching job in Chicago, she remembers having to keep her students safe from riots on the day
Martin Luther King, Jr., was assassinated. This experience made Annemarie even more
sensitive to the dangers of racial prejudice and hostility. The last 11 years of her teaching
were in Hillside, Illinois, at a school where over half the students were African American and
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over half were low income. The school was built in the late 1950s with great celebration, but
now struggles after drastic demographic and socioeconomic change. White residents
responded to integration by moving en masse to other suburbs, and the school’s moral and
financial support from the community have been limited and academic progress has suffered
(Bissinger, 1994). Although Annemarie may fit the most common profile of the teachers in
Illinois, her years of working with African American students and staff in challenging
environments set her apart as having a depth of understanding and experience in addressing
the needs of diverse students.

Bob

Bob is a sociology professor who is Anglo American and grew up in Tulsa,
Oklahoma, a city with a history of racial segregation and concentration of African American
students in high-poverty schools (Blatt, 2014). Bob was able to attend a magnet school in a
predominately Black area of Tulsa where he got an early start in observing the differential
treatment of African Americans, but also was able to experience a school environment in
which administrative leadership roles and teaching staff were diverse, which is not the
common experience of most Anglo males in the United States. These early experiences in
Tulsa, a city known for racial discrimination and the 1921 Tulsa race riots, set the stage for
Bob’s later interest in comparative sociology in which he would study the intersections of
race, class, and gender and ultimately write his dissertation on the behaviors of the homeless.
Bob initially taught sociology as a graduate assistant at the University of Illinois at Chicago
and as an adjunct at community colleges in the Chicagoland area and now teaches full-time at
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Northwest Community College. Bob serves as the grievance officer for the faculty union and
elected to complete training as a Multicultural Faculty Fellow, attending a series of
professional development sessions related to racial identity development and diversity and
then developing a related curriculum project.
Calvin

Calvin works in the Center for Multicultural Learning as a counselor, director of a
summer bridge program, and professor teaching Diversity 101, humanistic psychology, and
career development courses at Northwest Community College. Calvin is an African American
male who serves as a sponsor for the Black Student Union and facilitates a leadership group
for Black males at the college. Calvin attended Catholic schools in Chicago from kindergarten
through eighth grade where the student body was predominately Black and the teachers were
White. Then, Calvin found himself as the minority when he spent one year at a mostly White
Catholic high school for boys. There he experienced some jarring events involving racism that
taught him both the importance of standing up for oneself as well as the value of supporting
others by being “the lift up after the low.” Now, Calvin spends much of his time supporting
others as a mentor in a variety of capacities. He found counseling and teaching to be his
calling as it “just came naturally” to him to stand up to oppression and to inspire others to
become “allies” when faced with unfair treatment.

Daniel

Daniel is an adjunct instructor of political science who earned a master’s degree in
foreign service from Georgetown and a bachelor’s degree in international studies from
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Northwestern. Daniel spent many of his early years as one of very few Jewish students in a
suburban Dallas school. As the child of an academic father who emphasized intellectual
engagement, he took issue with classmates evangelizing by “repeating doctrine like parrots”
who “lacked deep understanding” of what they were saying. This contributed to his quest for
deep learning and understanding that led to his later interests in utilizing diversity to engage
intellectual curiosity. Many years later, as an ambassador to Africa representing the Rotary in
Mali, Daniel was startled to hear the lecturer describe White people as the devil; as an
ambassador, he was able to change the awareness and language of that professor from
describing White people as evil to identifying imperialism as the malevolent force. Daniel
influences others in many settings to “separate out weak ideas” and elevate their intellectual
engagement and critical thinking.

Esther

Esther grew up on the south side of Chicago where her parents were revered in the
local community for having been the first African Americans to move on the block and buy
their building. Her parents faced harassment, including a cross burning on their lawn, as a
testament to racism in what is still considered the most segregated city in America (Luhby,
2016). When drugs and gangs overtook the area, respect for the family came in the form of
gang members not selling drugs in front of their building. Esther attended a nearby Christian
school from kindergarten to eighth grade where all the students, teachers, and administrators
were African American and academics were a strong priority. She later attended a Catholic
college prep high school where African American students were the minority, and she
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continued to excel. Her parents came to Chicago from the South for a better life, and Esther
has been ridiculed as “the White girl of the family” for being born in the North and educated;
being successful “in a system that was not designed for you to succeed,” caused her to be a
curiosity. She chose to attend a university in New Orleans, but, during her last year there, had
to flee campus the day before Hurricane Katrina hit. She was grateful to get “the last seat on
the last train out” of New Orleans, but was haunted by the people and places she would never
see again. Esther sees every day as a gift and tries to help students identify their purpose for
being in school.
The faculty participants for this study are a diverse group across many facets of their
identities, although they are not representative of all identity groups. As in Ladson-Billings’s
(2009) original Dreamkeepers study, the faculty included are White and Black as the
emphasis is on learning what works well in general, not specific to what works well for White
faculty or Black faculty working with African American students. The diversity that is
represented was not planned or contrived; it merely represents the faculty members who were
recommended as being particularly effective working with African American students with no
other criteria for selection indicated to the students and staff making the recommendations.
The diversity that is represented in the group allows for deeper understanding of the
commonalities in backgrounds, experiences, ideologies, and goals from multiple perspectives;
however, further study with additional identities represented will provide further insights.
Table 2 summarizes the diverse characteristics of faculty participants’ backgrounds
that allowed me to examine culturally relevant and responsive teaching dispositions and
approaches across multiple identities.
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Table 2
Descriptions of Dreamkeeper Faculty
Participant

Discipline

Gender

Race

Annemarie

Developmental
English

Female

Anglo

Religious
Background
Catholic

Bob

Sociology

Male

Anglo

Atheist

Calvin

Diversity

Male

African

Christian

Daniel

Political
Science

Male

Anglo

Jewish

Esther

English

Female

African

Christian

Educational
Background
First
generation
college
student
First
generation
college
student
First
generation
college
student
Parents with
college
degrees

Geographic
Origin
Chicago,
IL

First
generation
college
student

Chicago,
IL

Tulsa, OK

Chicago,
IL

Dallas, TX
Stanford,
CA

Common Conceptions of Culturally Relevant Educators

The faculty members in this study come from a variety of backgrounds, but share
some common conceptions about teaching similar to the teachers in Ladson-Billings’s study
that unite them as Dreamkeepers. The most pronounced similarity is their strong
identification with the profession as their vocation and purpose in life (Ladson-Billings,
2009). The Dreamkeeper faculty are dedicated to helping all students achieve success; these
educators consider the social inequities and disparities in access to educational resources
further motivation to extend additional support and resources to strive towards equity. The
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belief that all students are capable and deserving is central to this group; these faculty
members have experienced marginalization in some form or another in their experiences and
are therefore equipped to empathize with those who must struggle under oppressive
structures. It is this ability to identify with discrimination that allows the Dreamkeeper faculty
to be more keenly aware of the struggles of others and the support needed to guide them
along. Students who have previously felt disconnected in their educational environments can
breathe a sigh of relief in the presence of Dreamkeeper faculty who understand and address
their plight.
Another prominent belief among the Dreamkeeper faculty is in the inherent dignity
and worth of all students as unique individuals, members of various cultural groups, and as
participants in the larger community (Ladson-Billings, 2009). These faculty members believe
in kinship inside and outside of the classroom and treat others with kindness and civility to
foster humane, equitable relationships; their facilitation mirrors democratic principles rather
than taking on an authoritarian presence. Dreamkeeper faculty see providing educational
access and learning as a collective responsibility of which they are an integral part. They
don’t seek to blame students, their families, their backgrounds, or any other commonly
perceived deficit or factor for any difficulties the students may have experienced, but rather
seek to assuage any feelings of low self-efficacy and hopelessness brought about by an
awareness of the social circumstances and ongoing structural inequities they face.
Dreamkeeper faculty are servants of the community who provide support and encouragement
to those who need it most. They are people with a high regard for all, and they foster respect
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for diverse cultural identities and perspectives. Students can quickly ascertain the level of
cultural competency these faculty members exude and feel at home in their classrooms.
Dreamkeeper faculty also believe that social structures of oppression and
discrimination should be challenged and have a critical lens that forces them to continually
challenge the social inequities themselves. They have developed a sociopolitical
consciousness and have become social justice advocates who see challenging the status quo as
an essential part of education (Ladson-Billings, 2009). As they model a critical approach, they
model seeking warrants for any assertions made in the classroom or in instructional materials
and see the co-construction of knowledge as an ongoing process. In cultivating a critical lens
in students, the Dreamkeeper faculty allow them to begin to see agency in their own lives and
in their roles in society. Students are no longer asked to sit quietly as they are forced to accept
Eurocentric accounts of history and portrayals of society that don’t align with the realities of
their lived experiences. Students will perk up knowing that they won’t have to entertain more
of the same slanted narratives that have kept them disengaged through much of their
educational experiences.

Strong Sense of Purpose as Educators

Annemarie has been teaching for over 40 years. As a White, middle-class Catholic
woman, she fits the basic profile of the majority of teachers across the nation (Rich, 2015).
However, as a first-generation college student whose parents did not complete high school,
she identifies with the struggle of families who had to labor tirelessly to access social
mobility. In interview one, Annemarie explained that as a student of Catholic nuns who were
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vocal about social justice and involved in the Civil Rights Movement, she learned to
challenge the status quo from an early age:
We went to a Catholic school, and I had the same order of sisters from kindergarten
through my senior year of college, so, [I studied with them a] long time and they were
social advocates….By the time I was in college, that was the 60s, everything was social
justice. And, so, I did the marches, and we did a lot of education that way….The sisters
pushed it, and I was heavily influenced by the sisters. I still am.
Annemarie identifies strongly with the teaching profession, not only because of the high value
on education shown by her German/Swedish American family working the family farm at
Gross Point in Skokie who scraped together tuition for Catholic schools, but also because she
has been involved in helping students get an education in some of the most challenging times
and circumstances. Annemarie also had a front row seat to the violence of the Civil Rights
movement as well as the male domination in the Catholic Church, which made her aware of
the need to resist oppression in its many forms. Annemarie remembers the day that Martin
Luther King, Jr., was killed. The school in Chicago where she worked as a young teacher
dismissed the students early because school officials wanted them to go home to be safe from
the riots. They had to rush to get the kids on the El train, and parents had to get them off the
trains once they arrived near home so that they wouldn’t be harmed.
I was at [a] high school…on Irving Park and Elston in the city. And we had a block of
kids who came from Cabrini Green, and those students, well, I will never forget the day
that Martin Luther King was killed because we had to get the youngsters on—they came
on the El—so we had to get them on the El to get home so that they wouldn’t be
harmed…. So, I remember; those are things that have really colored my
background….The school dismissed the students…they needed to be safe because there
was rioting going on downtown; they needed to get home to be with their families. It was
absolutely terrible. Storefronts broken into and fires set….It had been compounded here.
Robert Kennedy was killed in the kitchen of a hotel, and he was definitely a social justice
activist, so it was just a bad time and one thing happened after another.
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After a weekend of rioting that brought in Army units and the Illinois National Guard, 350
were arrested, 9 to 11 people were killed, and 162 buildings were destroyed by arson (Coates,
2016). Annemarie witnessed looting, fires, and cars being turned over; all she could think
about was the safety of the children. She saw the importance of education in her own life, but
also saw the importance of education to provide a more peaceful existence for her students,
and was committed to supporting them and praying for them.
Annemarie’s faith and desire to serve inspire her to give her best to the students in
most need of her assistance. She reflects on a homily about Barnabas who stood up for Paul
when he was an outcast by welcoming and supporting him:
Truthfully, I pray for these kids….last summer at one early weekday mass, one
pastor…talked about Paul being the outcast because he was [previously] persecuting
Christians, and Barnabas [as] being the one who welcomed and supported him in the
community, and I thought to myself, “That’s my job here.” So, when I walk into a
classroom, I’m thinking to myself, “Okay, who’s going to be the kid who needs the
support today?” And, you know, I put the positive spin on helping students out. That
works for me approaching students in the classroom. It doesn’t matter what their racial
background is, there is always someone who needs something….Paul…was very welleducated and persecuted Christians in the beginning… and because of all that, he was
rejected by the Jews in Jerusalem, and Barnabas stood up for him. And the point of
the homily was, “Do you stand up for people who are having a hard time, who need
the support?”…I have to be the Barnabas and be grateful for the people who have to
be the Barnabas for me because it’s a two-way street.
Annemarie has a deep sense of purpose to stand up for those who need support in her
teaching. She sees her students as capable, but often behind because of social inequities and
life circumstances. As a caring teacher who provides a lot of encouragement and guidance,
Annemarie continues to be one of the people who stands up for and supports these students in
her current role as a developmental reading and English instructor at a community college.
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Students placing into developmental coursework are in particular need of dynamic and
engaging learning experiences to get them ready for credit bearing coursework.
Bob grew up in Tulsa, Oklahoma, a segregated city with, as he describes, a “history of
bad race relations” that exposed him to social dynamics that that he said later influenced his
thinking, as an individual and an educator. He cited the 1921 Tulsa race riots as an important
part of the city’s past. During those riots, which were sparked by an exaggerated claim of
assault, the affluent, African American Greenwood District was burned to the ground by
White rioters, destroying the dreams of a prosperous community that was referred to as Black
Wall Street (Tulsa Historical Society, 2016). As a son of conservative, working-class parents
who was attending racially and socioeconomically diverse magnet schools in the Black
section of the city, he experienced much of his early education in an environment that gave
him an intimate look at issues of which most young, White students are not aware. This
provoked him to start looking at and seeing things differently. As a White kid from the south
side of Tulsa, he was immersed in a mix of Black, White, and Latino students and teachers at
the magnet school that was much more diverse than his home school. He reflected on the
benefits of having teachers, staff, and administrators who were diverse in leadership positions
at the school: “Seeing knowledgeable, credentialed, respected faculty and administrators of
color…helped to undermine the implicit ideas that the people in charge should be White and
the people below them would often be people of color.”
Bob spent a lot of time in a racially mixed band. On their long trips together, there
would be ribbing along racial lines, but he learned to play the dozens, an African American
custom of teasing one another playfully, and the band members were all equals as peers. He
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believes that “increased contact with diverse populations diminishes racial conflict, but that
this is accomplished best where individuals are of an equal status” as in the case of the diverse
magnet schools he attended in Tulsa. Involvement in activities and classes where his peers
were students of color was important in developing his views on racial differences as he saw
his classmates as more alike than different from him.
Bob’s early years in Tulsa inspired him to look closely at the differential treatment of
others, which would eventually fuel his interests in sociology. However, it took him some
time to connect his experiences to his ultimate vocation as a sociology professor. He would
first fail his freshman year of college at a university before he found his true calling through a
sociology course at the community college back home in Tulsa. Taking this course changed
his life, and he was immediately successful once he knew what he wanted to do. His initial
struggles as a first-generation college student who failed every class he took in his first
semester give him empathy for students who struggle to find their footing as well as
sensitivity to the needs of students who need some additional support. He doesn’t see these
students as a problem; he identifies with their lack of engagement and tries to help them find a
value for education in their lives. He finds that many students, particularly students of color,
have a hard time seeing the relevance of their courses or even the added value of a college
education to their lives, but that an introductory sociology course can be easily designed
towards helping students perceive applications for course topics and make connections to
their individual identities as well as broader identities as part of a community.
Bob has a strong sense of purpose to develop the minds of all his students, not just
those who are majoring in sociology, and he believes that his students can succeed. His goal is
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to help students to develop a “sociological imagination, see links between external sources
and their lives, appreciate empiricism, and become engaged citizens” to make the world a
better place. He believes that “people are smarter than they think they are,” and that students
have developed capacities that they don’t recognize and are more capable than they know. He
describes teaching as taking something and making it accessible and “legible” to an audience,
with the awareness that the audience doesn’t share the same set of experiences.
Taking something clear to you because you’re a practitioner in a particular field and
making it accessible, and my word of the year apparently is “legible,” making it
legible to an audience who doesn’t have the same set of experiences…that’ s what I’ve
really been doing in my classroom.
Bob says that he learned his approach out of necessity. When he was a graduate assistant
teaching diverse students who were mostly underprepared at a university in Chicago and an
adjunct instructor teaching at a community college near a military training base, he had to
reach a broad variety of students. His sees his desire to work with the diverse groups of
students in his classrooms as what allowed him to become skilled in his craft.
The biggest contributor to those techniques and strategies was probably my experience
just teaching diverse populations and learning how to reach them out of necessity….I
think I was one of the only people who wanted to teach there, and it was because you
get these active duty personnel, you get people of color, you get people who are not
coming out of rigorous K-12 environments, and you have to find ways to make the
course relevant to them.
Bob feels a strong sense of commitment to teaching and finds working with students from a
variety of backgrounds as a meaningful part of his work. As one of the few among his peers
who actually seemed like they wanted to teach in these challenging settings, making his
teaching relevant to the students became his primary aim and is still his focus today.
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Calvin says that teaching came naturally to him and is part of who he is. As an
undergrad attending a Bible study, Calvin stepped in to lead the discussion when a guest
speaker was unexpectedly unable to be there. He remembers that it felt instinctive to him to
get up and start speaking. The next thing he knew, he was bringing up new issues and making
points to keep the group going. Then, he started leading his own group the next year. Calvin
sees teaching as a gift and what he is good at; he says his teaching has developed over time
from trying to understand and connect with students.
I think it’s just a gift,…I don’t know that it’s training…I know I’m supposed to teach;
that’s what I am called to do. In that respect, I think it’s just a part of who I am. It’s
what I’m good at….I think it’s developed over time. It comes from wanting to
understand people, and knowing that I don’t fully understand people, and trying to
relate as much as I can to where they’re coming from and making sure that what I say
is something that resonates with them. When I have a class that looks at me like they
don’t understand, that bothers me. They might feel like they’re bored for a few
minutes, but that sticks with me for days. What am I doing that a student can sit so
disconnected to that process…that’s something that I go back to on my own and try to
reevaluate and connect back to what makes sense to the students….It’s personal
evaluation, ongoing evaluation of what’s going on, and making efforts to try to
readjust if it’s not going well….I have a group of students now who look like they are
scared to talk, but I don’t know that it’s because they don’t connect to what I’m doing,
I think it’s a little bit developmental with some of these students, that there’s a little bit
of anxiety about speaking up, about “do I belong in college” or “am I ready for this
situation,” and some of them may be just bored with the process and disconnected. So,
there’s a lot that goes on with the students that causes them to connect and not
connect, but one of the things that I thinks helps me stand apart is that I give them
energy, and not just nervous energy where I’m trying to be a super authority figure, I
try to be energetic…and passionate about the topics I’m talking about.
Calvin describes a constant awareness of students’ verbal and nonverbal feedback as to
whether they are with him and makes efforts to adjust if something isn’t going well. He
deeply cares about students feeling connected and engaged. When students seem to have
anxiety or are getting bored, he does not see that as their problem, but rather sees an
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opportunity to give them his energy and passion to get things going, often throwing in a bit of
conversation, some personal vignettes, and humor along the way.
Calvin can identify with struggles many of his students face. Calvin experienced being
the “other” in a “sea of White boys” when he started his freshman year at a predominately
White Catholic high school. He towered above most of the boys; he had been 6’1” since he
was twelve years old. He remembers being at a football game where, as he stood in the stands
watching the game, a kid rubbed his head to feel the texture of his flat-top. When he asked the
kid what he was doing, the kid yelled “‘fuckin’ nigger’…loud and strong, with the idea it was
okay to say it and no one was going to challenge it.” Not knowing what to do, Calvin got up
and left. Just then, he ran into a fellow basketball player who unknowingly provided the
comforting and reassurance that Calvin needed coming away from that situation.
I go…like I’m pretty depressed because I never had somebody say that with that kind
of anger and mean it like that…you know, Black kids say, “nigga please,” they do that
all the time, but it’s never THAT…it was just like, “this is why I didn’t want to go to
this school to begin with” kinda thing. I take back the depressed, I wasn’t depressed, I
didn’t like it [the school] to begin with, so it wasn’t anything new. But, there was this
kid named Frank Edwards; he was a basketball player, 6 foot 6, 220 pounds, you
know, just a baller. Everything about this dude was, you know, I looked up to that
guy. And when he saw me, you know, “What’s up freshie?” But he would chat with
me and talk. So, I bumped into him after that had happened, and I don’t think I even
told too many people; I may not have even told my brother. I just kind of took that
inside and just said that’s what it is and that’s what I expected anyway, not let’s
process this or let me go home and cry about it, it was just, whatever, that’s life. So,
after talking to him, you know, he was kind of a guy I admired, I admired a lot, you
know still did carry that…there was this bad side.…So, I was glad that I could bump
into him because it was kind of like the lift up after the low and, that helped. It helped
to keep going and stay positive.
After a friendly exchange with Frank, Calvin felt better. Calvin carried those bad feelings
away from the stadium that night, but Frank was “the lift up after the low” that helped Calvin
stay positive and keep going. Calvin is aware of the slights, large and small, which make
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students on campus feel unwelcome and tries to educate against these forms of oppression.
Calvin also serves as “the lift up after the low” to many students who experience
microaggressions, or racial slights (Sue, 2010) as a professor, a counselor, a student
organization sponsor, and a program director.
Calvin has become a natural advocate and coach for students as they navigate the
college experience. He remembers the difficulties of being the new guy at the predominately
White, Catholic high school all those years ago. One day while he was sitting by himself in
the cafeteria, a kid threw a sandwich at him. The staff member monitoring the cafeteria
ignored it, so Calvin took matters into his own hands and threw the sandwich right back. In
his teaching, he identifies a strong purpose as a diversity educator teaching students to stand
up for themselves and others when faced with discrimination and unfair treatment. When a
stereotype or bias surfaces in the classroom, Calvin goes “straight at it,” addressing the issue
and correcting misinformation. He also isn’t afraid to use his own struggles to demonstrate to
students that he was once like them working a minimum wage at a fast-food job and having to
work hard to succeed. As a student who struggled with math in high school and then math and
biology in college, he understands the frustrations students can experience when things don’t
come easy. By sharing stories with students, he encourages them not to give up when the
going gets rough.
Daniel may have taken a while to figure out that he wanted to be a teacher, but now he
has found a profession that suits his desire to guide and support others in intellectual and civic
engagement. In reflecting on his formative experiences, he remembers the fulfillment of
helping younger guys through scouting and can see that mentoring and educating others came
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naturally to him. He explains that the signs that teaching would suit him well were evident
early on.
Looking back, I suspect I should have known; I was very involved with Boy Scouts.
In fact, I was the senior patrol leader, which is the head of the troop. And I always
loved helping the younger guys do the merit badges, understand how to camp, etc….I
always felt like I was a mentor, essentially. So, it’s not a big stretch from mentor to
teacher.
Daniel conducts his classes just like he is that mentor, trying to give students the information
and guidance they need to be successful in his class as well as in college and in their lives. He
still carries the desire to coach and support students through the assignments and activities as
the achievements they can measure in his courses.
Daniel is also aware of the narrow thinking that often makes education and
institutional practices exclusionary. He became concerned about discrimination at a young
age. As early as third grade, in a school located on the campus of a university, he remembers
hearing disturbing stories of oppression from his teacher, an African American woman who
recounted her dismay at the unfair treatment that persists in the United States, particularly in
the South. He remembers her description of how she felt having to pick up a prescription at
the back door of a pharmacy that only served Whites at the front. Feeling outrage and
humiliation, his teacher, Ms. Harris, vowed never to visit the South again.
She only brought it up pretty casually that, “Yeah, I haven’t been back to the South
since. I’m staying in California”.…I couldn’t believe it. I was like, “What were you
supposed to do?” All the kids were. And this was on [a college] campus, so this was
an intellectual bunch of kids, and they were all like, “Well that is ridiculous. How
could they have sent her to the back?”…That was something else.
Stories like these undoubtedly left a strong impression on the children in the third grade,
particularly students like Daniel who wanted to learn more. Having been a beneficiary of
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seeing institutionalized discrimination through the lens of his teacher, Daniel continued to
develop an intellectual curiosity about the treatment of individuals and its relationship to the
laws and politics of the land.
Daniel would learn much more about cultural hegemony throughout his time in
school, which continued to fuel his intellectual engagement in social justice. After moving to
Texas, he was one of a few Jews attending a suburban Dallas school where many believed
that Jews were going to hell. Hurtful comments about his religion from his classmates became
“grist for the mill,” meaning something that can be used as an advantage, that further inspired
him on a lifelong quest to separate out weak ideas. Daniel fervently believes that intellectual
engagement should be the main focus of education and inspires his students to think critically,
particularly when it comes to notions that are commonly accepted but not necessarily vetted.
For example, he challenges the widely-held belief that Americans pay too much in taxes:
Not all comparisons are good….What I say is that the Scandinavian countries have a
higher tax rate, but not as high as you might think compared to how much in combined
taxes we pay when you add up all the taxes we pay day today. Depending on the
estimate, it could well range over 40% for the average American. Well, at 60%, you
have Finland, and Sweden and these. And for that, they get free childcare, at least a
year of maternity leave, free elder care, free health care—minus a small fee…but
generally, free healthcare. You get all that for about 60% of your income in taxes on
average. For over 40%, what are you guys getting?
Daniel wants students to begin to re-examine their government and society, but with the
understanding that more information and open-mindedness are needed for evaluation.
Daniel has compared his experiences to those around him throughout his life in order
to garner a deeper understanding that has inspires his teaching. During high school in
Colorado, his weightlifting partner was related to one of the students who were among group
of African American students dubbed the “Little Rock Nine” who were the first to integrate
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Central High in Little Rock, Arkansas. His partner’s relative came to speak about her
experience and said that after the cameras and the FBI agents left, her house was firebombed
and she had no money to find an alternative school when Central High was closed to avoid
integration (Gordy, 2009). This was another formative experience through which he realized
that “we need to look past the headlines at the day-to-day travails of others.” Daniel saw that
progress had been made in that he lived in a more equal society than previous generations, but
that there was still a long way to go. While studying abroad, Daniel was in France during
Hurricane Katrina and saw the treatment of African Americans through the lens of the French
who were outraged when they saw images of the African American residents of the ravaged
areas of New Orleans huddled in the Super Dome and Conference Center waiting for relief.
Images of refugees from the flood awaiting rescue on rooftops, highway overpasses, and in
the chaos of the Super Dome sparked international outrage that the government was not
providing adequate rescue efforts and supplies to ease the suffering of those stranded in the
most devastated areas of the city (Salopek & Horan, 2005). Daniel certainly has had the
benefit of seeing the world through a variety of lenses, and he has paid attention; as an
educator, he has a strong sense of purpose to instill a thirst for greater awareness and deeper
examination in his students.
Daniel has combined his desire to be a political leader with his inclination to help
others and has found himself quite a natural fit in his role as an educator. Daniel’s first official
teaching experience was as a junior fellow at Georgetown at the Institute for the Study of
Diplomacy. He believes strongly in celebrating diversity as an opportunity to engage
intellectual curiosity in learning from others. Daniel has a strong passion for developing
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students into critical thinkers and leveraging the diverse perspectives of his students to
promote equal and fair treatment. He models caring and equitable treatment of his students by
establishing clear expectations and then providing support for students in the form of
coaching them on how to succeed and guiding them to achieve high standards. Daniel clearly
understands that access to education is not true access with thorough support, and he gives his
all to providing an intellectually engaging classroom experience and mentorship to his
students so that they can develop the political awareness needed for civic engagement.
Esther says that education was the main focus in her house, regardless of what was
going on around her. She lived in a rough neighborhood of Chicago on the South Side at 78th
and Wood and remembers coming home one day to find about 50 gang members had blocked
off the street with garbage cans to hold a large meeting and were waving cars away. Her
mother had to ask the gang members to move so that they could get into their garage. She also
recalls seeing a stabbing on the corner in broad daylight in the neighborhood. Her parents had
come to Chicago to provide her with a better life than they had in the South, so they were not
going to allow the troubles of the neighborhood and the reign of the Gangster Disciples to
stand in the way. Esther’s parents made education their top priority, so they sent her to a
Christian school from K-eighth grade, where she developed a strong work ethic and
experienced a rigorous curriculum; homework was a daily expectation and students even
learned Latin. With strong family support and the tight community of a small, all AfricanAmerican Christian school, Esther had a successful early start that continued throughout the
rest of her educational career. Her way of supporting students is by being available to them,
particularly when they do not have people to help them in their own personal network.
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Education was number one in my household. It was that or nothing. For students,
sometimes they have no clue where they want to go and they don’t have that support.
At that point, my way of supporting them is I try to act as that support….After this
class is over, my office is not going to change. Come see me if you need help with a
class. I have students that I have taught before that will come back to me and ask for
help with essays…or applying to college or personal statements….If they don’t have it
in their personal networks, I try to be an extension of that…really getting them to
think about why they want to move forward….What is success for you? What is a
better life? Sometimes they haven’t thought about that…they have lots of obstacles….
I try to get them to be intentional about their education, about their goals…Successful?
What does it mean? How is this class going to help get you there? Why are you here?
Esther feels that so many people have not had that early support and mentoring, but that it
isn’t too late to get it. She assumes that students have great potential and need someone to
help them realize the gifts that they have; sometimes, they just need an opportunity, which
includes someone who sees their value and is willing to acknowledge them.
African American students tend to be more reserved, quiet, and standoffish in certain
settings, which defeats the purpose of an even playing field. What tends to happen is
that once they see my personality and know that I am here for your success, and to be
supportive even after that class, they may come up in class, ask a question, open up.
They are not comfortable in an authoritarian setting.
Esther views all students as “living, breathing texts” who bring value to the classroom and
sees her role as a facilitator, bringing out what is already there and empowering students. She
assumes that they are all capable and is willing to listen to them and be human right along
with them. She begins classes by being the first to put herself out there to give students an
idea of who she is, explaining her belief that “it isn’t fair to ask them to feel comfortable to
share if they don’t know who I am...I have to be vulnerable first, it gets easier with practice.”
She especially empathizes with first-generation students who are navigating college with no
previous knowledge or family experience. She describes the students of color thinking about
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others’ negative perceptions of them and feeling underprepared when in a group of
predominately White students, and she explains how the scrutiny can be debilitating.
In many instances, you find more African American, the underrepresented—minorities
that are first-year college students….They may be the first ones in their entire families
to attempt this college thing, so they don’t have any precedents set. They don’t have
anyone who has experience in their immediate family who has done this before, so
they are navigating the waters, not necessarily without the support of the family, but
with no previous knowledge…and, also, not to make it seem in any way, shape, or
form a pity party, but it’s the idea that when you see yourself portrayed in the media,
portrayed on the news, spoken of indignantly by people like Donald Trump and other
people that are vilifying and stereotyping your entire community, to sit amongst a
group of people who represent that particular, at least physical, portrayal, a group of
White peers, can be suffocating because, you know, everyone has internal dialogue,
right? When you’re the new person in class or in school, and you feel shy, and you
don’t know what they think about you—imagine sitting there wondering what
everyone is thinking about you when you already feel unprepared, and you already
feel like you don’t have a leg up because someone prepared better or had better
resources—they had a better school than you could afford, and you already feel like
you are at a deficit, and then to be surrounded…feeling like the stereotypes are playing
out, you being the minority in that space. …I tell students we are all on equal footing.
My approach, by and large, is to go first….When they feel like the hierarchies are
there like the deficits, I feel I have a responsibility to destroy the deficit, and I do that
by breaking down what they may perceive as even my power structure. I tell them that
the only difference between them and me when it comes to teaching writing is that
I’ve been doing it longer....If you practice and are disciplined, you will get better and
you will get stronger.
Esther is keenly aware of the pressures of being a student of color in a predominately White
setting, particularly in the context of the rhetoric of difference. She conceptualizes education
as an opportunity to break down stereotypes that students of color have been facing
throughout their lives and showing them that they have the potential to succeed but just need
more practice and experience to develop their skills. Esther wants students to change their
ways of thinking about their success and start accessing the resources available to them,
starting with the help that she can provide.
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Value Community and Cultural Integrity

Annemarie strongly believes in community, and she learned social responsibility at a
young age. Annemarie’s parents didn’t have much in the early days; her father worked on the
family farm and her mother worked in the school cafeteria, but they distributed food to needy
families and organized a breakfast program. Even though her father would sometimes
demonstrate the predominately racist mentality of the Anglo community in the Morton Grove
area where he grew up, her mother’s openness and compassion for others was shown in her
efforts to make sure everyone had food, and her dad helped.
Both of them served the poor. So, my mom worked in the school cafeteria, and then
when things were left over at lunch time, pans of food, she and my dad would take it
to households where they had identified students…who were in need of food. She,
with the principal, organized a breakfast program before that was the in thing to do
because kids came to school dirty and without food. So, I saw that kind of thing going
on.
Any family that needed food would get it, even families whose dads went to the racetrack or
were gambling or drinking. Annemarie had her grandparents’ example of generosity in the
community as well. Her grandfather lost his vision in one eye at age 13 and in the other at age
49; they were poor, but her grandmother baked for the church and for the poor, and people
who needed a place to stay were welcomed into their home. Annemarie developed a strong
sense of taking care of everyone in the community, regardless of their backgrounds and
barring any judgment about why they needed help.
Annemarie considers the value of helping others as something that has been passed
down to her through the examples of her parents and grandparents. She cites Elijah
Cummings, U.S. representative from Maryland, as “a great example of parents passing
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something down.” Annemarie describes Cummings’s interview with Chris Cuomo (Interview
with Rep. Elijah Cummings, 2015) in which he explains that his parents were Pentecostal
ministers who said that he was going to go to school and learn to minister and then go out and
minister to help people. The Black Lives Matter movement brought greater visibility to police
brutality toward Black youth. One such youth, 25-year-old Freddy Gray, died from severe
spinal cord injuries (Khan, 2016) after he was illegally taken into police custody, transported
in a police wagon without a seat belt, and then received no medical treatment when he
reported being hurt and unable to breathe. In the aftermath of the death of Freddy Gray, there
were riots in Baltimore that created a state of emergency requiring the National Guard.
He [Cummings] was the only government official out there last night when they were
worried about whether the curfew would hold….I saw him last night. And then this
morning, Chris Cuomo interviewed him, and at the end of the interview, [Cuomo]
said, “What is it in your life that makes you so concerned? The mayor wasn’t here.
The police commissioner wasn’t here…all these people weren’t here—you were
here.” Elijah Cummings said, “Well, I live four blocks from here, and my parents were
Pentecostal ministers, and they always said to me, ‘you are going to go to school, and
you are going to learn to minister…not meaning religion, that kind of thing…and you
are going to go out in the streets, and you are going to minister.’” And, by explanation,
Cummings said, “They wanted me to go to school, and then they wanted me to be a
lawyer or a doctor or a whatever, and they wanted me to help people.” And I thought,
that is absolutely remarkable!
Annemarie applauded Cummings for responding to the needs of the community by being the
“only government official who was out there when they were worried about the curfew” and
violence. Annemarie was moved as Cummings talked to Cuomo, eventually with tears
running down his face, emphasizing the importance of education, home values, health
resources, and that the youth don’t get the education they deserve. He underscored that the
lack of opportunity is the pain that the young people are protesting about. Annemarie
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understands that students want a chance to be somebody, and she sees meaning in her life as a
steward of the precious resource of education in support of the community.
Annemarie sees education as a public responsibility and commitment. When
discussing the failing school systems she worked at in the Chicagoland area, Annemarie
emphasized collective responsibility, commenting on issues at every level from inequities in
funding, statewide testing, failure to hire experienced teachers and administrators, low morale
among staff, and need for family involvement.
I met with a mother who came on an orientation day; she sat there in the cafeteria and
cried because she had to send her kids to [that school]….it is not the kids’ fault. It is
the fault of the school board and the parenting. That’s why I called parents whose
students were doing well or had changed their behavior, because they need the
reinforcement. But the school board is so politically run....they do not hire high caliber
[administrators]; high caliber people don’t want to walk into a situation like that, and
everything is the teachers’ fault…and the morale is as low as it can be. The
superintendent—every year she is going to resign and then she doesn’t—had never
been a superintendent of a high school before…and now they give her bonuses to stay,
and there is not one teacher who has any respect for her….It’s a blame situation—the
teachers are blamed, blamed, blamed, and the teachers are not supported. So, students
who behave poorly, repeatedly, and should be suspended, are not.…Many [parents]
work two jobs, there is a lot of drug dealing…a lot of kids who could be role models
are drug dealing in that area. The police officers do what they can,…generally
speaking, they try to work with the kids in the school building….I had students who
couldn’t read. A lot of times it’s because students moved and went from one relative
to the next…and missed those early experiences….And then we get all the testing that
is done, the statewide testing. One year they hired a group…to come into the school
and get the students ready for testing. One day, one of those teachers came out into the
hall and said, “I can’t teach these kids. They don’t know how to read!”…We got a
dean who apparently had a problem with girls…interesting, huh? Does that tell you
something about [that school]? What would you infer from that?
Annemarie sees a variety of serious issues that threaten the safety and quality of
students’ educational experiences and need to be addressed in the community by the residents,
school boards, administrators, teachers, parents, and students to improve the quality of
schools. A sense of community is desperately needed in order for residents to approve tax
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referendums to support the schools, school boards to be able to recruit experienced and highly
qualified administrators and staff, teachers to feel supported, and families to value the
educational opportunity provided by the schools. Annemarie believes in this sense of
community and has always done her best to promote cooperation in her teaching. In her
classrooms, she creates a sense of community and collective responsibility where she can by
creating course policies and activities emphasizing group work and interdependence. She
teaches students to look out for one another, catch each other up on notes, and be “the other
half of the team,” constantly emphasizing that “we need you here.” Schools need more
community-minded individuals like Annemarie.
Bob also values a sense of connectedness for his students. His concern is that the
“normal isolated, atomizing experience of college” is mediated for some mainstream students
from the district, but students from minority populations are more likely to have difficulty
feeling like they are part of the campus community. He says that relationships on campus are
even more important for students from underrepresented or marginalized populations and that
forming relationships with Black, transgender, older, disabled, or other smaller groups
reminds them that their presence at the college is valued and important. He talks about the
need for “demystifying the faculty” and making them “human in the eyes of the students” to
increase student comfort.
Relationships are much more important with students from underrepresented or
marginalized populations in part because I think you are much more likely to be seen
as occupying the position of an ally….The normal isolating, atomizing experience of
college is mediated by mainstream students…it is easier for them to form those
connections, but if you are from a smaller population, you are much more likely to feel
atomized. Forming a relationship…is a way of integrating them into a classroom and
reminding them that their presence there is equally legitimate, valued, and important.
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In order to form these supportive relationships, Bob says, faculty must look for aspects of
their own style and experience that make them more accessible to marginalized groups and
emphasize those things.
Faculty should always be themselves. One of the things that people pick up on is
inauthenticity. Don’t try to pretend. Like Rachel D [Dolezal]. It seems so obvious, but
also in a lot of ways so trite. If I were to come in and speak in a kind of affected
African American style in either words or intonation or body language,…if I were to
treat it like a costume you put on, that’s really demeaning….So, what I suggest
is…look for the things in your style and in your experience and in your life that would
make you more accessible to marginalized groups and then emphasize them. So it’s
not like you are doing something new, it’s picking something you already do and
doing it a little bit more and that will be seen as authentic, respectful….Faculty should
be cognizant of the fact that other people live different lives than they do and that
those lived experiences are as valid and as meaningful and as consequential as their
own, even if they put the student in a very different place in terms of perception,
knowledge, aspirations, attitudes, so that they may not hold the same positions you
hold or may not embrace the same values you embrace, but that the difference comes
from something as legitimate as what gave rise to your own point of view. What you
want to do is correct misinformation, deliver content, but don’t assume that everyone
approaches it and understands it the way you do.
Bob believes that students will pick up on inauthenticity if faculty members try to be
something they are not. He makes reference to Rachel Dolezal, a woman who purported to be
of African American decent and became president of the NAACP in Spokane, only to be later
revealed to be Anglo with no known African American ancestry (Pérez-Peña, 2015). Bob says
that the best approach for faculty is to find genuine ways of being yourself that make you
more approachable to students and do those things more often. For example, Bob is known for
wearing T-shirts with provocative statements related to course concepts underneath his suit
jacket as a means to make students comfortable talking to him. His casual shirt under his
professional attire often serves as a conversation starter in the hallways, at the start of class,
on breaks, and in office hours. Through these interactions, Bob hopes to make students
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cognizant of the fact that other people’s lived experiences are as valid and meaningful and
consequential as their own, and that others may not hold the same positions they hold, but that
their positions are as legitimate as the things that give rise to their own point of view. Bob
believes in respectful, inclusive discourse for the classroom community that students can
extend to their participation in the larger community. He sees education as a public good that
must be made accessible to all through supportive relationships that can only come about with
cultural integrity.
Calvin believes that education is an opportunity to show students that they are valued,
and that he needs them in the classroom and in society to make positive results occur. When
students’ behaviors are off, he draws their attention to their skills as an important contribution
to the group. For example, if a student is misbehaving and drawing attention to himself, he
will have a private conversation with the student about his role in the class and emphasize that
his special skills are needed. He also works to increase students’ perceptions of the value of a
post-secondary education, both for themselves as individuals and contributors to society. He
coaches students to fight through the intimidation that they often feel and take risks by
speaking up and sharing their ideas and perspectives to contribute to their own personal
development as well as to the richness of the class discussion. He addresses the concept of
stereotype threat with his classes to make sure students are aware of how they may be affected
by it.
Just a couple of days ago, I had a conversation about stereotype threat with the idea
that stereotype threat talks about people stereotyping folks in minority groups and the
people in those minority groups sometimes live up to the stereotype by being stressed
out about it. They’re stereotyped to be ignorant because they are Black or not good at
math because they are women, so they stress out because of that stereotype and they
don’t perform, thinking about that stereotype. In my conversations with my students, I
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kind of relate some of my own experiences, you know; I talk about what it’s been like
for me, and I ask them about their experiences. I ask them to connect with their
classmates to see if there are any other people who have had similar experiences. So, I
guess what I try to do is to relate personally to what they may have experienced,
validate what they have experienced, and then draw some commonalities to it as well
so that they can kind of deal with what’s there, get support going through it, and
develop new strategies for going forward.
Stereotype threat can affect students from a variety of identity groups, so this awareness is
important to everyone. Calvin says that students of color, in particular, often feel like their
experiences and cultural lenses are different from the mainstream and may be difficult to
explain to the class, but it is important that they bring those perspectives to the table so that
their thoughts are included in the discourse.
Calvin emphasizes the importance of authenticity in teaching, explaining that trying to
forge connections where there is not common ground will alienate students. For example,
many students of color in predominately White institutions become accustomed to teachers
not understanding their cultural expressions or including their perspectives, but will
sometimes try to “overdo it” by trying to connect in a superficial way with hip-hop references
or expressions such as “hey, boss man” that come off as artificial. A more genuine
representation of one’s own cultural frame of reference with an openness to learning about
others’ cultural perspectives and appreciation for diverse cultural expressions will build
greater trust and comfort as “students know when it is genuine and they will gravitate to it.”
Making cultural connections and using cultural expressions is appropriate when they are
authentic parts of one’s background and identity.
I speak the language that the students speak. I kinda got called out on that one time. I
was sitting at a lunch with a lady, she’s from Pakistan, and a Black student came to the
table and said, “Hi,” and apparently I just went all off in this Ebonic dialogue with the
student. And, when they left, I went back to speaking like I was before, and the lady
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brought it to my attention…she said, “What was that?” I was like, “What do you
mean?” “Your language was very different; you changed how you were speaking.” I
was like, “No. I didn’t,” [and she said,] “You did!” She wasn’t letting it go; she had
this look on her face like, “I didn’t know you could talk like that.”…It was something
I was unconscious of, but I guess…that’s how I relate. I just immediately start relating
to the students that way without consciously thinking of it and switching back. What
do you call that, uh, code switching! I don’t think about the code, I just do it. That’s
not to say that when I’m teaching in the classroom I’m speaking differently because
there’s some Black students in the classroom, but I think that there’s a degree of a
connection that I’ll do maybe individually, one-on-one with a student when I talk a
certain way….I do a little bit [in front of the class] from time to time just to let them
know this is part of my code, too….I don’t know that I speak like White professors or
Indian or Chinese professors; I am who I am; I definitely keep my edge or my swag
the way I do….I definitely think that comes across in my teaching and how I relate
with or connect with students.
It took a colleague from Pakistan commenting on the way Calvin changed the way he was
speaking when she observed him talking with African American students for him to notice
that he adjusts his speech to connect with other students who may share a similar cultural
dialect. He says “speaking the language” is something that he does without thinking about it,
but keeping his “swag” goes a long way in showing students that he understands their cultural
perspectives and the way they think. He laughs remembering a recent time he joked with a
student questioning doing something “on a Tuesday” in reference to a Drake (2014) song
about having the “club going up on a Tuesday” because of being busy “puttin’ work in on the
weekend.” Although he made the reference to the song in jest, there are some more serious
themes in the song, “shit is crazy back home/it kills me that I’m not around” that students may
identify with. Using informal language and making reference to popular artists’ work are
ways of bringing in some of Calvin’s familiarity with popular expressions and popular culture
to make connections with students.
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Calvin also perceives the need to address the experiences of students of color at
predominately White institutions where their cultural perspectives are not the norm and may
not be included in the curriculum or classroom discourse. He reflects on an experience where
his daughter, the only African American student in a middle school classroom, was upset after
watching a video on Rosa Parks where there was no discussion or debriefing. The students
watched the footage of intense scenes of Jim Crow-era discrimination and then completed a
worksheet. He says that teachers don’t always understand, or want to learn, how to address
racism and facilitate the necessary discussions, so a superficial effort to include a topic like
the Civil Rights Movement might result in a disconnect for African American students. A new
student from a district high school stopped in at the Black Student Union table where Calvin
was recruiting members and lamented that there were only five Black students at her school,
and said that they weren’t in any of her classes, so she only saw them in the cafeteria. Calvin
knows what it is like to be the only “other” in a class and makes efforts to address the many
facets of identity and invite multiple perspectives into classroom conversations. When
students are able to develop relationships with faculty members in which they feel valued and
establish a sense of trust, the students are more willing to listen to perspectives and work with
the ideas that the faculty members share in efforts to coach them. This level of comfort and
trust brings students around for conversations where they may share some of the difficulties
they’re experiencing and gain insight and mentorship. When students know that their voices
and concerns are valued in the classroom, they carry the culture of inclusion into their
membership in the larger community.
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Even though Daniel has extensive knowledge and experiences to share with his
students, he works hard at avoiding the “sage on the stage” style of instruction in favor of
demonstrating the intense desire to exchange and understand diverse perspectives as a part of
an interactive classroom community. Daniel promotes collaboration and interdependence
from the first day of class when he has students read through and discuss the syllabus in pairs
and introduce one another to the class.
The first day of class, I try to do about three things. I start out with getting the class to
know each other, typically through a little bit of scripting,...ask the person across from
you these things, also, make sure to note them because you are going to tell what this
person is about. So, that requires them to pay some attention because they’ve got to
explain it to the class. Also, I always make sure they exchange phone numbers and
emails with at least a couple students near them. That way, they are building rapport
with their fellow students.
Daniel gets the students to feel comfortable with one another and start to work
interdependently on the first day to strengthen the classroom community. He sets up cohorts
within his classes to increase the comfort level of students. Throughout the course, students
learn together as they develop understanding through class discussions. Daniel facilitates
whole group discussions on civil liberties such as end-of-life rights throughout the course to
entertain oppositional viewpoints and evaluate information from multiple sources, essentially
modeling intellectual debate and developing students’ capacities for engaging in discourse
within and beyond the classroom.
Daniel’s emphasis on the rights of individuals and desire to support students’ needs is
reflected in his syllabus and creates a welcoming tone. He regularly asks students to stay after
class for a few minutes to chat with him when he has a concern, and he provides a clear
statement in his syllabi that invites students to talk with him:
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Please do not wait until the end of the quarter to voice concerns about your
performance or understanding of the material. There will be ample time provided
during our class meetings for students to ask questions and clarify any points of
confusion. Additionally, students may make an appointment before or after class.
Language throughout the syllabus such as “Your success in this class is important to me” and
offers for students to “voice concerns” help students feel supported and comfortable. After
explaining to students that they should contact him and/or Access and Disability Services
about any accommodations they may have for learning, physical, psychological, or other
disabilities, Daniel explains that pregnancy is also covered as a special condition that may
qualify for accommodations, which few students or even faculty members are aware of. He
formally surveys the class to get regular feedback on what is working and not working so that
he can respond to students’ needs. Daniel goes out of his way to make students more aware of
how to succeed at the college, providing detailed coaching on appropriate classroom behavior
and protocols, avoiding plagiarism, and utilizing college resources, essentially serving as a
group mentor. Daniel creates a sense of the class as a community of learners with him as the
whole group leader, increasing students’ comfort as participants in the classroom community
as well as in the larger community.
Esther sees helping students succeed as a collective responsibility for which she takes
an active role; she works with students to provide any additional support that she can,
connects them with other resources on campus, and helps them navigate the college
experience. A student in her developmental English class was struggling and had already
taken the course five times. She was working hard on revisions but still only earning a D on
them. The young woman said that her words weren’t coming out the way she thought of them,
so Esther talked to her a bit more about her writing process. She called Access and
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Disabilities Services, found there had been a canceled appointment, and walked the student
over to the office. As a result, the student was diagnosed with disabilities and learned about
accommodations and services that have helped her become successful. The student later told
Esther, “you opened the door and it was my choice to go through it; all I wanted was for
someone to hold the door.” Esther has helped many students to access services. A
nontraditional, African American woman who was in an abusive situation and had a teenager
and an autistic child at home was having a rough time, and Esther helped her to refine her
career goals. She is still coming by to see Esther after two years and recently brought her a
business card showing that she is working in human services.
Esther says that the key to developing quality relationships with students is to be
authentic. She strives for a sense of community and collaboration rather than taking an
authoritarian approach.
I think the most important aspect of my teaching philosophy is being authentic. When
I first walked into a classroom to teach at [a large, Midwestern university], I was 23
years old; some of my students were 21. For some preparation, we had peer
development, peer mentoring groups, and someone had given advice for women to
wear really loud heels so that when you are walking down the hallway you can
establish an authoritative presence, and I thought it was the most ridiculous thing I
have ever heard. I am the same person outside of class as I am inside of class; I am
one person…what you see is what you get…maintaining authenticity is most
important…they respect your humanity.
Esther says her first day of class is “always an attempt to establish and build community.”
Sometimes she plays a little get-to-know-you game at the beginning of class in which she asks
students to share their assumptions about her, and then she shares information about herself to
see what they guessed correctly. They rarely guess that she loves medieval literature and
watches the culinary show, Chopped, every night. She also shares that she, like many
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students, is a texting fiend and sends around 3,000 texts a month, but is quick to explain that
she doesn’t do that on class time; she tells her students that class is “our time.” She also gives
students an opportunity to share information about themselves. Sometimes she will have them
create an acrostic poem by choosing an adjective for each letter in their first names to describe
themselves and starts by sharing her own poem about herself.
At every opportunity, Esther uses her own struggles to demonstrate to students that we
all have limits. For example, she tells students that she was once enrolled in three graduate
programs at once, asking them, “Did it work out?” She says “Mmmm, mmmm,” suggesting
everyone has limitations and will have times when they have to make adjustments in order to
achieve success. She encourages students to talk with her if they anticipate having trouble
with an assignment or meeting a deadline, thus supporting their communication skills as part
of personal development. Esther presents her class as an opportunity to learn and grow in the
comfort of a classroom community with a mutually vulnerable instructor who provides a
nurturing presence.

View Knowledge as Flexible

Although one might expect an instructor from the Baby-Boomer generation to adhere
more rigidly to the cultural canons that have been in place in traditional schooling, Annemarie
sees the curriculum in a much more expansive way. Coming of age during the Civil Rights
Movement under the instruction of politically active nuns, Annemarie was involved in civil
rights marches in her youth and has continued to advocate for developing critical
consciousness of social inequities through her teaching. In the tradition of the sisters,

115
Annemarie discusses the importance of introducing her students to texts that challenge the
myths of American History through the writings of Bartolome de las Casas, who exposed
Columbus, in Howard Zinn’s (2015) A People’s History of the United States, an unbiased
history of America that challenges our Eurocentric traditions and teachings.
[Zinn’s work] has excerpts from Bartholomew de las Casas, and it shows the disparity
between what the Spaniards wanted and what the Indians had, the culture, the
comparative kinds of things,…I find it fascinating, so the kids find it fascinating
because I keep saying, “What do you learn from this? Where is this going? How do
you see this?” It is so different than anything that we get in a history book. It’s just, I
think that it’s really, really good. It’s about five pages long, but it’s a fast read because
it’s so engaging.
Annemarie believes it is important to engage students by opening their eyes to misinformation
that has been given to them throughout their schooling. She provocatively challenges the
historical figure commonly celebrated as a brave explorer who discovered the Americas,
intriguing students who believed the tales of Columbus as a voyager bringing about an era of
harmonious relationships between the pilgrims and Indians in the new world. Through these
texts that offer additional perspectives and counter-story, she helps students to realize that
what they have learned needs to be looked at with a more critical lens.
Annemarie believes that it is important for students to gain awareness of the social
inequities in educational access in urban areas in Chicago, as described by Alex Kotlowitz,
and in the South Bronx, as described by Arthur Levin; she uses texts from both authors to
share those realities with students. When she taught at the high school in Chicago as a young
teacher, she worked directly with students who lived in the Cabrini-Green housing projects, so
she began developing a more intimate understanding of the struggles of marginalized
communities early in her career. Later, when she taught at the satellite campuses of a
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university in Chicago, she was often the only White person on campus, which was located
right next to the Ida B. Wells housing projects. Annemarie wants students to challenge
disparities, for example, between the impoverished, Black Benton Harbor and the prosperous,
White St. Joseph in Michigan (Kotlowitz, 1998) and the stark realities of a number of
impoverished areas of cities such as Baltimore that can be observed from a train ride from
Washington DC to New York City (Davidson, 2012). Thinking critically about the disparities
in resources and opportunities for people from different backgrounds and experiences is a
central focus in her classes.
Annemarie can utilize her personal experiences of being in the trenches with students
struggling to get an education in some of the most under-resourced and socially and
economically segregated areas of the country, and she can also relate these concerns to the
students currently in her developmental classes who often have limited resources. The
majority of her career in the suburbs was spent at a predominately African American high
school where high truancy rates, test scores well below the state average, and low graduation
rates are ongoing concerns (Bissinger, 1994). During her 11 years there, Annemarie had a
close view of the struggles of a community that is no longer well-resourced, leaving students
without a high quality educational environment. She points out that students from lowperforming schools often have the false sense that they are prepared for college considering
the standards in their high school classes, only to find that they need numerous developmental
courses. Not only does Annemarie believe it’s important to guide all students to develop
awareness of social structures that leave some with an unfair advantage and others at a

117
disadvantage, she has a breadth and depth of experience to understand and speak to the social
inequities she teaches students to challenge.
Bob’s early experiences of differential treatment based on race, ethnicity, and gender
in Tulsa had led him to develop a critical lens that would lead him to the study of international
comparative sociology. As a graduate student, he began conducting research on homelessness,
including policies that affect the homeless population and how external factors influence the
behaviors of people who are homeless. His time spent working with the homeless while
conducting his doctoral research refined his skills in gaining access to and relating to others
who have had experiences vastly different than his own. He not only learned how to develop
connections and form trust with others, he also learned how to use language and phrasing that
the research participants would understand and conduct conversations in ways that put them at
ease so that their voices and perspectives could be heard. The lives, experiences, and positions
of the international homeless community are as valued by Bob as the perspectives of anyone
else, and he wanted to actively participate in adding further understanding of their lives by
examining their behaviors through their lenses. Bob clearly believes in taking notice of and
giving voice to those in society who are often overlooked; he imparts his value of all
humanity to his students.
Bob’s research on homelessness examines something that many have “looked at but
not seen,” just as he promotes in his teaching. He attributes his love for teaching Introduction
to Sociology to the importance of creating healthy skepticism about society among students:
What I like about teaching Intro is getting people to look at things that they’ve seen
their whole lives and never really actually seen. So, taking their common sense
understandings of the world and cutting the legs out from under them. I tell students
that that if they leave “knowing” in the sense of being certain, knowing less than when
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they got in, I have done my job. Their answer should always be. “I’m not sure. What
do you mean? Be more specific.” Right? I want to turn them into critical thinkers,
skeptics, because then you can work with skeptics, they are amenable to being
persuaded. What you don’t want are those who know how the world works because
those are people who aren’t listening anymore. So, [I do] anything I can do to sort of
shock them and make them think twice about the stuff they see all the time.
Bob frees students’ minds from the confinement of being limited to what they have been told
so that they can explore and evaluate their lives, society, and the world through a liberated
lens. As a researcher who examines the process of social construction, Bob believes it is
imperative that his students become critical thinkers who view knowledge critically, challenge
the orthodoxy around them, and emerge as engaged citizens who make the world a better
place. To illustrate his passion for creating healthy skepticism, Bob remarks, “if students
leave knowing less than when they came in, I have done my job.”
Calvin conceives of his role as an educator as an opportunity to equip students with
the ability to think for themselves and act on their beliefs. Calvin explores the development of
biases, socialized patterns of thinking, and discrimination, fully aware that all of those
elements are present in the classroom as a microcosm of cultural conflicts in society.
Walking into the environment [for African American students] in itself is a risk, a risk
if you are going to be accepted or not, or celebrated, or detached….So, once you are in
the classroom, it may be a little more likely that they would take a risk in the class, a
little bit more likely sometimes, with opinions, with speaking up, with volunteering
sometimes….I wouldn’t say that they do that all the time by any means, but I think
sometimes they do, or sometimes they might shut down….Their cultural lens is
different, and how they explain that to other people is not necessarily always clear, but
it’s there….To be able to persist or stay in a classroom, they have to overcome those
hurdles, they have to fight through the intimidation….It’s like you have to accept the
oppressors’ oppressive message in order to be oppressed, so they don’t accept the
message all the time. It’s the resilience, I guess, to persist and interpret information for
themselves.
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Calvin makes students aware that they don’t have to accept the messages that society gives
them about themselves or others. To illustrate bias, he talks about comedian and talk show
host Steve Harvey’s comments about an African American football player not being able to
be taken seriously because of his braids.
Steve Harvey…there was a talk that he was doing when I was at a conference in
Florida. He talked about being on the golf course with some big wig or CEO of
something. Robert Griffin III is a football player and he wears braids, and the guy was
talking about how he would like to give that guy an endorsement, but he won’t
because of the braids, because the braids really won’t represent the brand the way he
wants that brand to be represented—you know, a pretty good, healthy endorsement
deal because he thinks the guy carries himself pretty well; he just doesn’t look like he
would want his franchise guy to look. The concept is some people celebrate it, and
some people don’t.
Calvin explains that Steve’s comments revealed the CEO’s concerns about the braids being
the wrong image because they were too much of an expression of Black culture for the brand.
The racial identity of Griffin has been a major issue as he is an African American quarterback
with little desire to be defined as such (Smith, 2012). It seems that people are either concerned
that Griffin is too Black or not Black enough. Aside from a racial expression, Griffin’s braids
are also criticized for their style. In a spot on his morning show, Steve Harvey criticizes
Robert Griffin III (RG3) for having plaits, which he claims to be characteristic of a little girl,
instead of more masculine cornrows or braids (Harvey, 2016). Calvin talks about socialized
patterns of thinking that shape our interactions with others based on these biases about race
and gender, and that these socialized patterns of thinking can lead to discrimination at the
individual or society level. He promotes what he describes as a “mentality of interpreting
things for yourself.”
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Calvin also seeks to illuminate the risks associated with stereotype threat by
explaining that the same biases that lead to patterns of thinking in social groups can also
affect the individual. In many college courses, stereotype threat is in play but would rarely be
a topic considered relevant to content course outcomes. Calvin challenges that oversight by
giving students an opportunity to critically examine how stereotypes affect their selfperceptions and performance. To put it in terms that are easily accessible to students, he
explains that people have to be careful not to believe stereotypes such Black people are
ignorant or women aren’t good at math. He says that people “live up to the stereotype by
being stressed out about it” and then start to believe they aren’t capable. Calvin believes it is
just as important to question one’s own mindset and self-defeating behaviors as it is to
examine socialized patterns of thinking and discrimination. Through exploration of current
events such as racial profiling in law enforcement and examples of historical
disenfranchisement such as redlining of neighborhoods and blockbusting of banks, Calvin’s
students examine institutionalized racism. He promotes the need for sociopolitical awareness,
civic engagement, and utilization of voting rights for students to facilitate movement toward
social progress.
Daniel believes that there are no heroes or villains, but that people are complex, and
that students must evaluate information for each situation and determine their positions on the
issue themselves. For example, in the case of Kim Davis, students discussed whether her
refusal to sign marriage licenses for same sex couples was a form of civil disobedience
protecting her religious freedom or a criminal act that is discriminatory. Davis went to jail for
contempt of court for refusing to uphold the law as a government official (Collins, 2015).
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Rather than tell the students what he believes about such cases, Daniel believes it is up to the
class to examine situations and decide for themselves, only interjecting to provide context or
correct misinformation. In this way, he sees himself as the guide for the course, not as the one
with the right answers. Related to the Davis case, students explored the implications of what
would happen if government employees elected to carry out only the laws they agreed with.
When these current issues arise, Daniel makes extra effort not to promote or even necessarily
share his own viewpoints in class so that students will engage in the discourse more freely.
Even when discussing a video about the first amendment rights of a neo-Nazi group to march
through Skokie, Illinois, where there is a large Jewish population and many Holocaust
survivors, Daniel explained the legal approaches involved on both sides without sharing his
personal reactions (Anderson, 2013). Students are reminded by the syllabus that the purpose is
to synthesize knowledge for themselves:
A college is a place of intellectual exploration. This course requires an open mind.
This course also deals with content that is often controversial….It is not expected that
all students agree with one another or with the instructor. However, it is expected that
students deal with one another in a respectful manner.
Daniel asks provoking questions to keep the conversation moving along, allowing the class to
analyze and debate material in a lively discussion and synthesize their own understandings.
He is skilled at adding in information to help inform the students’ conversations where
appropriate, but encourages students to come to their own conclusions.
Esther operates from the mindset that students “have a wealth of life experience, but
haven’t been taught that their knowledge is valuable.” She tells students that the only
difference between them and her is experience, and that she facilitates the learning and the
thinking, but doesn’t have all the answers, providing students with a clear message that she
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expects them to engage. She facilitates this engagement by choosing material that she feels
passionate about and thinks is interesting, exciting, and fresh so that she can bring the
enthusiasm to them. “If you care, they tend to be more invested,” she explains. Esther shows
students she can relate to their time and energy issues, saying “I have three kids, I’m always
tired, but when I come in here, I am committed to you. What are you going to do?” She
contrasts active participation in the classroom discourse with just being a butt in the seat, “It
only works if you work it.” She also describes knowledge as being flexible, and she is open to
limitless possibilities.
Sometimes, people try to establish a limiting boundary, you know, it’s just this way.
That restricts thinking...when you establish a limiting boundary such as what people
contribute as right or wrong….In actuality, there’s a space for everything, because I
learn, too. I learn from them. When you’re in a classroom, you definitely don’t want to
say something that’s wrong; students are reluctant to be the one with the wrong
answer. Life is rarely either/or, it is usually both/and!
Esther seeks to validate students’ contributions by connecting the relevance of their
contributions to the larger themes of the discussion, even when students struggle to do that for
themselves. She also provides opportunities, when appropriate, for the class to “take the
reins” and explore what they think is useful to learn or interesting to explore, directing their
own learning and synthesizing their own understandings as they go.
Each of the Dreamkeepers demonstrate similarities in their thinking about teaching,
including a strong sense of purpose, valuing community and cultural integrity, and viewing
knowledge as flexible. Table 3 illustrates some attributes of their common conceptions as
culturally relevant faculty.
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Table 3
Common Conceptions as Culturally Relevant Faculty
Annemarie

Bob

Calvin

Daniel

Strong Sense stand up for
of Purpose
those who
need support
The faculty
to achieve
member’s
academic
purpose as
success
an educator
is to...

make social
inquiry
accessible
and legible to
diverse
students

use teaching
as a natural
gift through
which he
can lift-up
students

develop
students’
political
awareness
for civic
engagement

extend
herself as a
resource for
students in
need of
additional
support

Value
Community
and Cultural
Integrity

provide
education as
a public good
that should
be shared
with all in
the
community
and with
cultural
integrity

use teaching
as an
opportunity
to show
students that
they have
value in the
classroom
and in the
larger
community

increase
students’
comfort
levels as part
of a
classroom
community
and as
members of
society

help students
connect with
and navigate
the college
system for
personal
development
and increased
opportunities

creating
healthy
skepticism
and new
awareness of
social
constructions

equipping
students
with the
ability to
think for
themselves
and act on
their beliefs

evaluating
controversial
issues
through
intellectual
exploration

creating
space for all
contributions
by
connecting
their
relevance to
larger themes

The faculty
member
feels a sense
of
commitment
to...
View
Knowledge
as Flexible

contribute to
education as
a collective
responsibility
including
government,
schools,
teachers, and
families

developing
skills to
examine and
challenge
The faculty
social
member sees inequities
learning as... through
counternarratives

Esther
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Shared Visions of Culturally Relevant Educators

The faculty participants in this study have been identified as Dreamkeepers because of
a shared focus on providing students with what they need to achieve the dream of educational
development and degree attainment, although they utilize a variety of approaches to achieve
these goals (Ladson-Billings, 2009). Their primary aim is to equip students with the academic
skills they need to be successful in the classroom and in society. Regardless of students’
previous educational experiences, the Dreamkeeper faculty are dedicated to supporting
students to acquire the knowledge and tools necessary for intellectual engagement in their
personal and professional lives. This often means holding students to high standards based on
what they need to know to be functional and independent in academia as well as in society
and providing them with extensive support in a variety of formats to give them an opportunity
to meet those expectations.
When designing the curriculum, the Dreamkeeper faculty see students’ prior
knowledge and experiences as a means to generate comfort in the classroom and connections
to new material (Ladson-Billings, 2009). Students in their classrooms learn that they are part
of a community in which their lived experiences, background knowledge, and perspectives
are as relevant as any others’. This approach engenders a sense of pride in students’ cultural
identities and value in their cultural funds of knowledge. Dreamkeeper faculty incorporate
materials and voices of people from a variety of backgrounds in order promote greater
awareness of both the common elements of humanity as well as the diverse lenses that
develop from differing experiences and needs. Rather than emphasize the traditional canon
and mainstream perspectives, Dreamkeeper faculty operate from the understanding that there
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are as many truths as there are people in the world and emphasize an awareness of how those
varying perspectives emerge. These faculty members operate as facilitators of the learning
experience who are part of the classroom community rather than transmitters of knowledge
who impart information to students.
Students in Dreamkeepers’ classrooms learn that the construction of knowledge is a
shared process in which they are valued participants and that it is flexible and subject to
criticism and change. Dreamkeeper faculty present information about cultural practices and
institutions for the express purpose of having students critically evaluate values and practices
that produce and maintain social inequities and result in suffering (Ladson-Billings, 2009).
This critical approach allows students to feel empowered to challenge oppressive structures as
they are not being asked to believe in monocultural narratives about the history and structures
in society that counter their lived experiences and notions of justice. In contrast, they are
finally getting an opportunity to consider their lives as individuals and as part of a society in a
way that allows them to think critically and independently.

Academic Skills and Intellectual Engagement

Annemarie’s philosophy is that students must take advantage of educational
opportunities to prepare for the real world. One of her goals is to make them aware of the
importance of understanding that they must put in the work in order to enjoy a comfortable
quality of life.
I think education is the name of the game. If you want to go someplace in life, whether
you get a formal education or you’re taught on site as some people are,…you can’t
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just come in and sit down and say life is going to be wonderful for me because I’m
here. That just does not work.
Annemarie uses a variety of creative strategies to get students to practice behaviors that
promote academic success; for example, she sends students emails with a factoid or humorous
content before each class and then gives extra credit to students who can identify the topic of
the email at the beginning of class. This gets students checking their email and arriving on
time, which are important habits of successful students. She also provides academic coaching
and encouragement, “you need to take notes on this,” “you should write a reminder,” and
“you’re in the home stretch.” When students attempt to take breaks or leave early, she
convinces them that being in class has value, “sit down, honey, you really need to see this”
and “we need you here to share your wisdom.” These comments keep students in class so that
they don’t miss out on important material and coaching and also keep them engaged in the
class discussion. Annemarie’s comments make them feel that if they are missing, their
absences will be noticed and the class will not be as rich without their contributions.
Annemarie also provides examples of writing styles and establishes high expectations
for students with ungraded practice to build towards mastery of skill rather than espousing the
“sink or swim” mentality that is too often characteristic in higher education. Another
important attribute of Annemarie’s teaching is that she doesn’t assume what students know;
she provides all resources and instruction needed to be successful, knowing that the material
is new to some and being “re-taught” to others. This philosophy of providing students with
information and guidance that other instructors may expect them to know by this stage in their
education takes the stigma off from students who may be reluctant to admit that they don’t
have the knowledge or unsure of what they do not know or remember even if they are
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courageous enough to ask for help. Annemarie’s thoughtfulness supports her claim as stated
in the accessibility section of her syllabus, “student success is a goal in this class.”
Bob says that he doesn’t expect more than what he thinks students are capable of, and
the rigor of his course demonstrates that he believes that they can do a lot. His goal is to make
students engage at a higher level than they are even aware they can manage.
I want to be rigorous. I think that people are smarter than they think, and I think that
people have developed capacities that they don’t recognize having developed. So, in
the classroom, I don’t expect any more of the student than I think they are capable of,
but I think that students are capable of more than they think they are actually capable
of. So, it turns out that I would say my classes are hard but fair, and that students who
get through them feel like they’ve learned something—even if their grade isn’t exactly
what they would like. I get students who come back and say, you know, I got a C in
your class, but it meant a lot, you know, it meant something.
Even in his syllabus, Bob warns students to “keep in mind that sociology is NOT an easy A”
and encourages them not to give the class anything less than their “serious, focused attention.”
This success coaching extends to two pages of advice on how to navigate the course and
college, including transitioning from high school, utilizing resources and getting help,
avoiding plagiarism, behavioral expectation during class, what to do if you miss lecture, and
other pertinent information peppered with cartoon strips on education and the need to back up
claims with data. Although he doesn’t use a text for this introductory sociology course so that
students can save money, he does require students to read and take quizzes on posted readings
to hold them accountable for doing the reading. He also explicitly states that students should
come and talk to him about any course materials they need help understanding but explains
that the purpose of coming to office hours is not for a repeat of an entire missed lecture. Bob
even keeps extra office hours to make himself more available to students and has posted
office hours in the summer, even though summer office hours are not required. He especially
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seeks out students who are having trouble after the first exam to offer them extra help and
support.
When assigning an essay, Bob holds students to high standards, but makes no
assumptions about what they know. He provides an outline to show students how to develop
an essay along with coaching on format and voice. He also gives students an opportunity to
get feedback before being graded by having students submit drafts for his review before
turning in the final essay, reminding them not to wait until the night before the paper is due to
shoot him an email if they have questions while doing revisions. For those who are really
struggling with the course, Bob destigmatizes failure by showing students his transcript from
the semester where he failed every course he took.
One of the things that I do just with students in general is downplay the stigma of
repeating a course. I show them my transcript from that first year of college where I
failed every class I took. That’s not the worst thing in the world. The worst thing in the
world is failing every class you take and deciding you’re not going to try anymore.
Finding ways to sort of destigmatize failure and to instead say, “Look, obviously the
best thing is to not fail in the first place, but the next best thing is to learn from it and
do better.”
Bob’s willingness to share that he hasn’t always been successful in his academic pursuits
allows students to reach for his rigorous standards without the fear of being devastated if they
are not successful right away. He has high expectations for students, but gives encouragement
and support every step of the way.
Calvin does a lot of coaching of these students to prepare them for academic success
in his class and in college in general. His syllabus reads, “Late Assignments—don’t do it,”
and warns students that work loses ten percentage points every day it is late. By providing
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explicit instructions on how to be successful in the class along with some coaching, Calvin is
establishing a clear set of expectations for students to follow.
I let them know what their class responsibilities are and let them know the structure of
what the course is going to be like and what they can expect in a classroom…and how
they can perform well. Most students would like to end the class with a strong grade,
so if you kind of lay it out for them up front, how they can do that, there’s no
ambiguity, and they know, “If I do my part in the deal, I should get my desired result.”
Students benefit from Calvin’s awareness that ambiguity leads to confusion, overwhelm,
missing assignments, and reduced course completion rates.
Although there is considerable group work within his class sessions, Calvin’s students
must learn the terms, historical roots, and applications associated with each concept to
demonstrate knowledge and understanding on individual exams. Calvin has high standards for
his students but also provides them with ample review for the exams and designs some test
questions to reward students for being in class and participating in class discussions. He also
begins with what students know so that they can apply the discipline in context. To promote
active engagement in the classroom discussions, Calvin makes connections to background
knowledge and then invites students to extend themselves to new concepts.
Skip Downing’s got this philosophy talking about active learning. You’ve got to
connect the information to your previous knowledge…and the quality of processing,
the quantity of processing, and those connections to your world. So, I always try to
approach teaching with those kinds of concepts. I try not to throw something too new
out there that has no relevance or connection to something that they know of. When I
introduce things, I try to make them relevant toward life experiences and what they
know and kind of invite them to explore it for themselves, and that makes it relevant
and makes it something that they can retain, so that’s what I try to do.
Calvin references On Course by Skip Downing (2005), a renowned faculty development and
student success specialist, as inspiration for this approach to engaging students in the
classroom and providing ample opportunities for quality processing. Calvin keeps the rigor of
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his course materials at a challenging level but provides ample discussion and practice
activities in realistic contexts to illustrate the concepts and optimize meaningful engagement.
Calvin utilizes seminal works such as the classic McIntosh (1988) article on White privilege
that many study in sociology, education, and cultural studies classes in colleges across the
world, and then he asks students to role play dialogues in which they confront privilege.
Students completing his diversity classes could engage in graduate-level discourse about
culture, privilege, identity development, cross-cultural conflict, and oppression using diversity
terminology and citing relevant theories. They also learn how to stand up to mistreatment for
themselves or others.
Daniel makes it clear to his students that their intellectual engagement and success are
important to him, and he provides a detailed description of his expectations for student
behavior and learning in and out of the classroom. He provides clear instructions about how
students should select current events to report on each week and further explains that when
students are sharing their responses, others should “actively participate in this discussion and
through questions and comments during lecture” and not engage in “non-course related
activities.” When it comes time to write a paper, Daniel scaffolds the entire process by having
students complete the assignment in guided steps: first writing out their ideas in class, next
having drafts peer reviewed in class, then handing them in to the instructor for feedback, and
last, typing the final drafts. Daniel even coaches students to avoid plagiarism by explaining
that it as:
Using someone else’s words or ideas without proper citation…To avoid these
situations, NEVER copy and paste. If you do copy, make sure to surround that remark
with quotation marks and cite the source. When in doubt,...try to repeat your
assertion;...if you cannot repeat it,...cite the source.
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Students may not have as explicit instruction about avoiding plagiarism and citing material in
their writing courses. Daniel provides mentoring and skill building that help students achieve
academically and grow in his course and across the curriculum.
Esther maintains direct and honest communication with her students and feels that
“the teacher’s job is to be clear about expectations.” She coaches students for growth in
affective skills such as time management and classroom engagement just as much as writing.
She tells students that if they are having difficulty completing an assignment, can’t be in class,
or need more time, they can talk but that she has to hear from them. Esther strives to establish
a high level of clarity, comfort, and communication is essential for supporting student
success.
Sometimes it’s just about the teacher being authentic as a person. Be honest, be
upfront with them, and be who you are with them; they will respect that. So, when my
students enter into the classroom…or if they talk to me after class, and they say, “So,
about this assignment,” and I’m gonna say, “What’s going on here? What’s the
problem?” But that’s who I am, outside of the classroom,…I don’t wear the mask…
and I think they appreciate the authenticity. If that wasn’t me, I wouldn’t do it….I
allow myself to be me, and they may feel comfortable because they recognize a certain
cultural language, code;…it’s authenticity, no one wants to be BSed, no one wants to
feel like you’ve been disingenuous with them. Whoever you are, I think as long as you
keep an open mind, that you treat African American students with respect and as
students who are valuable and bring value to the classroom, despite what academic
skill sets they may or may not have, then you create a pathway for them to feel
comfortable sharing in class, and they will see you as a person who wants to support
and instruct them who has their success in mind and that places them in a space to be
vulnerable enough to say, “Hey, I’m having some trouble with this.”
Esther tells students if they are having a hard time taking care of all their responsibilities, they
“may have to figure out how to use the time that they do have.” Esther told an English 101
student to write down everything she needed to do, bring in a calendar, and make a plan.
Rather than admonishing students for being late or missing class, she immediately tells them
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that they need to “figure it out” and tries to help them do just that. She is also willing to share
her personal stories of time management struggles from periods when she was overcommitted as a student, which helps students know that “figuring it out” is a typical part of
the college experience.
When teaching writing, Esther clarifies the grading process by providing a detailed
rubric, but also a narrative description of the characteristics of A, B, C, D, and F work. For
example, the typical criteria of using textual support is explained as, “The argument is well
supported with references to the text via direct quotes and paraphrases, throughout the essay”
to provide additional understanding of what is required in that category for an A paper.
Additionally, Esther focuses on “getting students there” rather than penalizing them for poor
performance by allowing students to revise papers and earn the grade of the revised paper.
Students are motivated when they hear, “I don’t do math; I do writing. You earn the revision
credit,” knowing that if they fall short on their first attempt, they can work harder to make
major changes to their writing and earn full credit for their revised version. Having a chance
to redo an assignment can make all the difference when it comes to passing a class. Rather
than sending students away knowing they didn’t perform well on their assignment and having
them feel like they aren’t skilled writers, Esther focuses on building self-efficacy and
academic skills.

Cultural Competence and Collaboration

Annemarie is comfortable sharing her own identity and pastimes and shows genuine
interest in learning about students’ backgrounds and activities, which serve her aim of
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establishing a comfortable classroom community. From time to time, Annemarie’s students
get a sense of her cultural heritage when she uses German expressions when interacting with
the class. Rather than just asking a student to perk up and start taking notes, Annemarie tells
him “aufwachen,” or “wake up,” as a way to remind a student who is not engaged of the need
to attend to the material. Another expression, “Your happy hands are writing,” conjures up an
image of the nuns who instructed Annemarie throughout her life. Sharing a bit of her cultural
and linguistic background with students adds interest as students get to know more about
Annemarie and continue to develop a relationship with her.
Annemarie also uses her interests in popular literature and movies to make
connections to students’ interests outside the classroom. She invites students to share their
interests and makes references to a variety of movies, authors, and books, referencing
everything from the hope in the inaugural poem by Maya Angelou to the fantasy of Harry
Potter, from the plight of the Cubs to the thrill of the blockbuster film, Gone Girl. She makes
a variety of pop culture references in an attempt to connect with students’ outside interests,
bridging classroom content to their lives. Through these efforts, students start to perceive
their backgrounds and interests as relevant rather than feeling that they must step into a set of
knowledge and experiences that is completely removed from their own lives. These informal
chats with the class create a sense of community and remind students that Annemarie is
interested in what they enjoy as well as what goes on in their lives beyond the classroom. She
uses common ground such as references to popular culture to get discussions going so that
students will then be more comfortable to talk about themselves and their interests. These
small connections make a major difference in the students’ comfort level.
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Annemarie provides a variety of literature selections for students to choose from and
does not identify them as multicultural literature, but rather just “self-selected novels” as she
feels that literature choices should be representative of a variety of perspectives in terms of
multiple intersections of background, including ethnicity, race, geographic region, experience,
religion, socioeconomic status, and gender. She includes renowned authors such as Julia
Alvarez as well as less-known authors such as Liz Murray, who was homeless at age 15. With
more than a dozen diverse authors’ works to choose from, students get a sense of
Annemarie’s desire to include as many voices as she can, both through texts and in the
classroom.
Annemarie often fosters a sense of interdependence through her facilitation as well.
She asks students to show concern if they see a student who has been absent. By partnering a
student who is late with another student who was on time to complete an in-class assignment,
she encourages the helper student to catch the late student up on notes and bring the student
along. Although she does enforce assignment due dates, she also provides one late coupon per
quarter to allow students a little more time to support students through difficult personal times
or allow them the opportunity to get help if they find themselves unsure how to complete their
work. She reminds students in her syllabus that they are a community designed to support one
another and learn together:
All students are expected to conduct themselves respectfully and courteously while in
class. The class is a community of learners, and all members are expected to listen to
one another, to participate as much as possible in large and small group discussions/
activities, and to take risks in learning with each other.
Small group and partner activities are planned throughout semester and listed on the syllabus;
students know since the first day introductions that they are not in this class alone.
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Bob shares a lot about his likes and interests in popular culture with students so that
they can get to know him as well as appreciate his strong tendency towards social
commentary; this helps him achieve his goal of creating an atmosphere of lively interaction
with ideas. He uses cultural referents that span broad interests in his teaching, including epic
television shows that challenge the status quo, such as The Simpsons and The Wire, and
controversial comedians who provide social commentary, such as George Carlin and Dave
Chappelle. He mentions several of his favorite comedy bits that many students are familiar
with, including a Dave Chappelle piece that seeks to expose the arbitrary nature of racism
through a sketch in which a reclusive leader in the Klan is being sought out by an interviewer
who discovers that the leader is a blind, Black man espousing horribly racist views, laughing
about the irony as he describes it. Bob utilizes comedy from familiar artists to gain student
interest and apply course principles.
The use of social commentary through popular comedians and television provides
students with a sense of Bob’s orientation towards social critique and of his perspectives. He
both models and guides students toward cultural integrity in which they acknowledge and
examine their positions in society as well as their social relationships with others as explained
in his syllabus:
Using a sociological approach as a starting point, you will come to understand your
own society and others as well by becoming familiar with the body of knowledge and
facts accumulated through the scientific study of societies. Whenever possible, a
comparative perspective will be utilized since this gives you both an appreciation of
diversity and an understanding of its source. You will learn to apply critical thinking
skills to unpacking the current structural/power arrangements within society. In the
end, this all comes together to give you a fuller understanding of the lives and
circumstances of people around you.
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Bob guides students on the path of better understanding themselves, their positions in society,
their relationships with others, the positions of others, and how these structures came to be.
If Bob references someone that his students don’t recognize, he responds to their
verbal and nonverbal feedback, letting them know that he is talking with them, as opposed to
at them, as part of an interactive classroom community. For example, he mentioned Alex
Jones’ Infowars. When he saw students shaking their heads in response to his question about
whether they knew him, he explained that he is a podcaster who sees shadow conspiracy in
everything. He is keenly aware of his audience and utilizes situations that most students
would be familiar with to illustrate his lecture points and continually asks questions of the
audience to gauge relevance and responds accordingly, with more explanation or other
examples as needed. Bob also makes it clear that students are expected to be active
participants in the classroom conversation in the syllabus:
Developing a sociological imagination requires both engagement and practice.
Consequently, you will be expected to participate in ongoing discussion, application,
and evaluation of key concepts and ideas. Your presence in lecture is required and
your participation in classroom discussions/activities will be evaluated.
Bob doesn’t give attendance points for showing up, he gives participation credit for actively
engaging as part of the community of learners. As a part of the classroom community, Bob
shares his passions and perspectives with the class.
I share a lot of my biography, but I think it’s also important that I share my anger and
frustration and my political leanings and my joys and my befuddlement….We’re
never going to be peers, at least for the time they are at the college, but I want my
students thinking less and less of me in kind of mystified or rarified ways.
Bob makes it comfortable for students to be themselves by allowing them to know him as a
person who is a sociologist rather than just as a sociologist.
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Calvin regularly starts off class with the goal of establishing engagement through
some informal discussion of what’s going on in popular culture and a variety of current events
that many students are aware of via social media and television. In a conversational tone, he
explains the underlying issues to those unfamiliar with the event, and then asks the class what
they think. For example, he showed a picture of Robert Griffin III of the Washington
Redskins, explained the pursuit of “RG3,” and asked the students if they thought that the
Eagles would be able to get him before delving into any serious issues. By using examples
from the media and popular culture to get the classroom conversation going, Calvin sets the
tone for group conversations on the course concepts. Calvin is also masterful in
contextualizing new terms and concepts in settings and scenarios that are more familiar to
students than those straight out of the textbook. For example, he described a scenario in which
an attractive woman might use her appeal to get free drinks as an example of social capital to
illustrate an application that would be familiar to students. His ongoing use of familiar
concepts as a bridge to newly introduced material along with some humor keeps students
engaged during his lecture-discussions.
Calvin helps students to begin to see themselves as important parts of society and in
the many communities to which they belong. When talking about becoming an ally, a main
course topic, Calvin utilizes the example of a series of rapes and robberies of couples that
occurred in Detroit, allowing students to discuss their gut reactions and the effects of the
Black male perpetrators’ actions on societal perceptions of Black men. Then, he asks the class
the essential question, “How does one become an ally, intervene, and make a change in
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society,” particularly when there is a reluctance among community members to talk to the
police? He explains the issue of people not thinking it is their business:
We’re talking about alliance building. And I brought up something like this because I
think a lot of times we listen and go, “uh, that’s somebody else’s issue; I’m not gonna
be concerned about that.” Like you drive by an accident, and think “Whatever, it’s not
my business.” When we hear something as crazy as this, do we say that it’s somebody
else’s issue, or do you say, “I’m gonna get involved?” When am I an ally…When do I
get involved?
Then, he shows an alternative response. Calvin uses a clip from Fox 2 News Detroit
(Wimbley, 2015) when reporters interviewed community members who said that with crimes
so heinous, that “no talk stuff is out the window right now” to demonstrate that the
community members came together to work with police to catch the perpetrators. Calvin asks
students to consider their personal reactions to these crimes and how they would respond as a
community member, both in taking a stand against crimes like these and addressing
stereotypes of Black males. By prompting students to realize their roles as allies in society
matters, Calvin starts to build a sense of community that extends beyond the classroom.
Daniel also sees supporting the classroom community as his responsibility, and he
considers taking care of American citizens in times of need a responsibility of the federal
government. Daniel utilized the students’ familiarity with the Hurricane Katrina tragedy to
examine issues related to federalism. He played a student-created video called “Hurricane
Katrina and Federalism” that was a compilation of news footage related to the disaster set to
student-generated lyrics with background music from “Life Will Always Hit Harder,” by hiphop artist Tony Tee (2013), to generate interest in the politics behind the suffering so that he
could engage them in a discussion of the responsibilities of federal, local, and state
governments in the context of the need for relief and housing. Although this use of student-
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generated media and hip-hop music worked well, Daniel reflected on a time in which he used
a song, “War,” from 1970 as a means to spark discussion, and students didn’t connect or
respond to it in the same way. This ongoing effort to adjust materials to engage students may
require additional effort, but the increased levels of student interest and deep learning make it
worthwhile.
Daniel asks students to consider the ways the community addresses the needs and
safety of its members. He took the students on a trip around campus as a means to build on
what students know about access for people with disabilities in their environment by asking
them to evaluate compliance to the Americans with Disabilities Act. From the parking lot
outside the building, Daniel asked students to look around and tell him if they see federalism
and examine the environment from the perspective of someone with a disability to determine
whether their needs are being met.
I will assign you a specific disability that I want you to look for issues with. If you
don’t find any violations, that’s ok. But, what I do think you will find are ways that, at
a minimum, the person [with that disability] is burdened….You may still be able to
get improvements. The law is one thing, citizens’ interests and goals are another
sometimes.
The class discussed locations of reserved parking, visibility and safety of ramps, as well as
other issues of accessibility across campus and in the community. In another class session,
Daniel used the “no hand gun” signs on campus as a means to begin discussion on second
amendment rights and the incorporation of amendments into state and local laws. Many
students were surprised to learn that Illinois was the last state in the nation to allow concealed
carry. This topic led to discussion of other amendments that have not been incorporated into
local law.
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Video clips and images related to local history, such as the national attention the neoNazi group who wanted to march through Skokie (Anderson, 2013) and their opponents
received in 1977, serve as material of great interest to students, prompting them to examine
the legal and ethical issues related to first amendment rights in the local area.
These Nazis were allowed to march peacefully. Now, what about those individuals
who fought the Nazis, were they able to do that? What do you guys think? Legally?
No. So, this supposed Nazi group was allowed to do these marches peacefully, even
though they are trying to egg on the people, generally; that is protected under the first
amendment. They are allowed to say whatever they want to say, but what’s not
allowed is what happened in that previous scene—they were being attacked by Jewish
groups who were somewhat militant and didn’t want the Nazis to spread their
message. Can you blame them? Maybe, maybe not, probably not, but that is a different
issue; that’s an ethical one. The legal one is that those individuals, if arrested by the
cops, could be charged with assault and could end up spending time in jail. So, that’s
what I wanted to bring up, that liberty, oftentimes, can be very extreme. You have to
allow people the ability to say what they want to say.
Daniel uses the Nazi group’s attempts to march in Skokie as an example of how the
community members, who were very concerned about the threat of the trauma and distress to
the Holocaust survivors, had to deal with the issue together until, ultimately, the Nazi group,
with their “weak, very unpopular viewpoints” disbanded. Daniel also discusses other issues
relevant to the local community such as the recent Hobby Lobby case, in which courts ruled
that corporations can allow benefits to reflect religious beliefs (Liptak, 2014), as a current
example to prompt students to examine several scenarios where religious freedoms are
controversial and may affect people working in area stores. Daniel bridges all new topics with
some context that is familiar to students and relevant to the local community to enhance
engagement, understanding, and the idea that communities must come together to preserve
liberty in its many forms.
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One of Esther’s methods of engaging students in a topic is to utilize multimedia such
as a video or song to generate interest and discussion. To introduce herself, she has played the
video “Homecoming” by Kanye West (2009) to give students an idea of who she is;
references to coming home to “Chi city” and “fireworks on Lake Michigan” relate to Esther’s
return to her hometown of Chicago after studying out of state; images of the bean sculpture
and the DuSable museum in the video represent Chicago landmarks that are familiar to many
students from the area. She also regularly creates online Padlets with embedded links to
music, videos, poetry, images, and other materials so that students can use phones, tablets, or
computers to respond to a prompt. Padlet posts students’ responses, so online dialogues are
captured and displayed on screen. In any discussion, whether traditional or technologically
supported, Esther sees herself as a “tapestry weaver,” weaving in students’ contributions so
that they know that each feel valued in the classroom conversation.
I try to use the facilitation style that makes students feel comfortable sharing…and I
make sure to validate what they are sharing to let them know that whatever
contribution they made is useful and valuable, sometimes in general and particularly
with African American students, there’s this idea that, “Why would I say anything? I
don’t have anything to contribute.” Or, “I’m not going to say anything groundbreaking. Everyone else is smarter” or something of that nature. But, I try to make
sure that every time they contribute, whatever it is, that I weave it into the
conversation in a way that shows that it did take the conversation forward, that it does
contribute to the discussion, or get us to a different place, or helps us to understand
something that someone else said previously. I see myself as a weaver, as a tapestry
weaver—taking all the different threads and bringing them together and showing them
that it does contribute and get us to a greater place in the conversation. Participation is
what is key in welcoming students and helping students feel welcome because you are
in a classroom environment where students are here to learn,…to do anything to get
the grade,…but feeling valued in the conversation itself is a completely different level
of engagement. I tell them all the time, I am not looking for the right answer, I am
looking for their answer. And, sometimes there is no right answer, but I just value
them all the time.
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Esther says that bringing students’ voices into the classroom is important, but she must also
share some of her passions and interests with the class to be a part of that community.
I try to choose material that I am passionate about and that I think is interesting….I’m
not just teaching the same humdrum thing I have taught because it’s easy, because I
have lesson plans, I teach what is exciting and fresh to me so that I can bring that
excitement into the classroom. Sometimes they feed off the instructor. If you come in
acting like you are just there to get your check and go home, why are they invested? If
you care, they tend to be more willing to be invested as well.
To be a facilitator who builds enthusiasm within the group, Esther must be willing to share
some of her experiences and connect to students’ common experiences as well.
Esther creates opportunities to tie course material into students’ life experiences
whenever possible. For example, when talking about getting the full value of being in the
classroom, she asks students how they would feel if they went to their favorite restaurants and
didn’t get everything they paid for. When describing respectful behavior and active listening,
she asks students to relate to the experience of trying to talk to a sports fan who is transfixed
on the TV when the game is on, “Did you hear me? What’d I say then?” She explains that
hearing is an auditory response and listening is focused. Esther also asks students to
reconsider the common question, “Did we do anything?” when they miss class. She uses
sarcasm, “Naw girl, we just sat here and waited for you to come back,” hoping that students
will see the ridiculousness in such a question. She also reminds students that attendance and
participation are part of their grades and are now their responsibility, “Am I calling your
mom? Because you are an adult, I am bound by law not to discuss your personal attendance
with your parent, just like a doctor.” Along with academic coaching, Esther reminds students
that they own their course success and career success, and that she and the classroom
community are there to support them.
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Sociopolitical Consciousness and Co-Construction of Knowledge

In Annemarie’s class, students receive multiple messages indicating that they are
active participants in the co-construction of knowledge and that knowledge itself is subject to
critique. Annemarie constantly asks for students’ opinions, and reminds them, “everybody is
looking up here and paying attention because you might not agree.” The materials selected for
the course take critical perspectives on the Eurocentric teachings most American students
encounter at an early age such as Columbus as having discovered America. By presenting
information about “Columbus, the Indians, and Human Progress” from Zinn’s A People’s
History of the United States and asking students to answer questions about why and how half
of the Indians in Haiti were dead two years after Columbus and his men landed, Annemarie
prompts students to evaluate Columbus’ cruelty and his status as a celebrated hero with a
national holiday.
I find it fascinating—I find it fascinating, so the kids find it fascinating because I keep
saying, “What do you learn from this? What do you learn from this? Where is this
going? How do you see this?” It’s so different from anything that we get in a history
book; I just think it’s really, really good…it’s so engaging.
Columbus Day is one of the first school holidays that preschool and elementary school
students are aware of, but they are seldom exposed to anything other than the narrative that he
is celebrated because he “discovered” America; details of his invasion and conquest provoke a
robust discussion on the observance of the holiday and what it means to “discover” lands that
are already inhabited and claim its contents and people.
After asking students to read and annotate Levine’s (2010) “Colleges and the Rebirth
of the American Dream,” about a college president who goes back to visit his neighborhood
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in the Bronx and is surprised to see how much more difficult it is to get a quality education for
the kids who live there now compared to when he grew up there, Annemarie asks students
consider access to the American dream for minority students who don’t have access to high
quality educational resources.
How is this fair? How is it fair that some kids get this and other kids don’t? And that
some kids take the opportunity and some wind up on the streets? And, how do you get
money? How do you get money for this?
The article prompts students to think about the poor, urban youth of color who experience
firsthand the devastating effects of racism, dead-end jobs, homelessness, high crime rates,
appalling schools, violence and drugs, and a broken legal system. Annemarie laments that
“kids are behind before they start.” Students start to examine and discuss social inequities and
the resources, including education, needed to succeed. Other texts examine struggles related
to oppression, such as the experience of a young girl emigrating from Mexico without her
parents and the irony of the nation’s capital football team’s name, “Washington Redskins,”
that reminds us that “our nation was built upon stolen land and broken promises” (Nasif,
2011). Even in text excerpts used for practice in identifying rhetorical devices, Hanukkah and
Kwanzaa are mentioned along with Christmas, prompting students to remember that even in a
system where Christian holidays are typically observed with winter and spring break, there
are other faiths and traditions that do not get the same consideration. Annemarie wants her
students to experience a broader, more inclusive conception of American culture.
Bob cultivates critical lenses using current events in the media as well. When Rachel
Dolezal was revealed to be a White woman serving as president of the Spokane chapter of the
NAACP (Pérez-Peña, 2015) and representing herself as Black, he invited students to examine
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race as a social construct in which race is often how others see and treat us. He explains that
Rachel Dolezal can identify with Black culture and embrace it and live her life by it, but she
isn’t regarded as Black unless others treat her as Black. He also points out that Obama is half
White, but we treat him as a Black president because of the social constructions of race. To
help students to understand social construction, Bob takes a common understanding many
students have and “cuts the legs out from under it.” He describes an activity in which he
prompts students to rethink what they believe about social stratification:
To illustrate the process of social construction, what I will do is I will have everybody
in the room line up along the wall by height—shortest person to the tallest person.
And, I ask them to look at and consider the variation in height and where that comes
from. We talk about how the variation is a real thing—you can measure it, you can
quantify it, so it is real. Then, I ask them where tall starts and where short ends. Well,
maybe right here in the middle? I say, “What if I told you that short people are going
to get two extra credit points for today’s activity?” Now they want to move the line a
little bit so everyone is short. And, so, I say, “Look, the variation is real; where we
draw the lines, and the consequences of being on one side of the line or the other,
that’s what’s socially constructed.” So, we take the variation in race, which is real, and
we draw a line and say, “These people are White and these people are Black,” that line
doesn’t have to be between this person and this person, it could be someplace else.
We’re going to draw a line because, you know, social psychology pressures us to
collapse the complexity of the world into simplicity. So, you talk about a social
construct all the time and you can even illustrate it, but if you get them to actually do
some of it themselves, it becomes a little bit more believable.
The news stories allow Bob to generate interest in course topics, but his demonstration serves
as an intrusion into what students “thought they knew,” further illustrating the relevance of
topics like social construction in students’ own lives.
Bob uses a conversational style to demystify the position of professor and remind
students that “education is an interactive process,” not passive. Students from marginalized
groups are engaged by the problematizing of a society that they know firsthand is
problematic, and students from the dominant social group are intrigued to see problems that
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they may not have been aware existed. In referring to bell hooks’s (1994) work that he read in
a class on gender and gender theory, Bob says that he is “teaching to transgress,” with an
emphasis on dismantling oppressive social constructs and forms. Just as hooks (1994)
promotes teaching as an important part of social reform, Bob feels his job is to “pull the lid
off” and bring in the ideas of those who, like DuBois (1903), seek to examine the
intersectionalities of identity and privilege in systems of discrimination. Bob’s simulation of
the process of social construction essentially symbolizes the arbitrary “color line” that DuBois
(1903) condemned in The Souls of Black Folk.
Calvin takes every opportunity to get students to think critically about the struggles of
those with the least access to social mobility. He shows episodes from a series on poverty
(People Like Us, 2013) about Tammy, a White, single parent who walks ten miles to get to
her job at Burger King, using the story of her family to discuss economic, social, and cultural
capital. Tammy is interviewed 14 years later, and not much has changed about her
circumstances despite her earlier hopes of going to school and becoming a teacher. Calvin
discusses the roadblocks to improving Tammy’s life given her limited economic resources
and lower social class; he uses many examples of individual and group struggles, both
through media and through oral story telling.
After giving students a sense of the many inequities and injustices in society, Calvin
asks them to form groups and brainstorm scenarios that need to be confronted, and then roleplay confrontation strategies in front of the rest of the class. The students modeled dialogues
in which they confronted various forms of oppression and instances of discrimination,
demonstrating deep awareness and increasing their comfort in challenging hegemonic
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structures. As groups prepared their skits, Calvin spent time with each group to provide
feedback and encouragement. Each group was fully engaged in creating their own, original
material based on their interpretations of what issues most need to be confronted as well as
effective ways to address them. During the performances, the rest of the class was charged
with identifying the confrontation strategy represented in the skit. Students were essentially
creating a representation of an issue that is a major concern to them as a group and developing
a strategy for confronting it. In this way, they increased their awareness and generated
understanding of how to fight back.
In Calvin’s classroom, a culture of discourse is created so that students feel
empowered to discuss even the most delicate of social issues, knowing that the purpose is to
gain awareness rather than condemn lack of awareness. Even Calvin’s syllabus promotes the
construction of individual as well as shared understanding in the class as flexible and
contestable, stating: “Your grades will not be based on your beliefs. Agreeing with the
perspectives presented in this class is not a requirement. Rather, you will be graded on your
ability to describe your beliefs.” Calvin will certainly challenge students to explain and
support their opinions and beliefs, but his policy that grades will not be based on one’s beliefs
allows students to engage in the discourse more genuinely.
Daniel gets students to gain sociopolitical awareness and understand the value of
voting by having them participate in mock elections in which they must investigate the
candidates’ positions. When examining history, he exposes students to other civil rights
movements, primarily those involving the rights of Asian and Latino populations in addition
to the African American Civil Rights Movement. This allows students to see that civil rights
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are about human rights. He also gets students to examine issues from a global perspective,
examining the relationships between taxes and providing public goods and services in
countries around the world. Additionally, he prompts students to think critically about data,
explaining that rankings on international test scores are sometimes comparisons of a city in
one nation to the entirety of another nation. Daniel prompts students to think outside the box
and evaluate information for themselves so that they can critique society and actively
participate in the democratic process. For her current event assignment, one student
summarized a Washington Post article (Thiessen, 2015) about Carly Fiorina, a Republican
candidate, not getting much attention and all of the media focus being on Trump. Daniel took
the opportunity to inform the class about the issues related to polls determining which
candidates get into the debates.
You bring up the idea of Trump getting so much attention. Do you guys think that’s
the case? Have you heard of other Republican candidates or would you like to and you
are not hearing it? In the Republican primary alone, there are at least 17. So, you make
a great point. The media may not do a good job, in part, because there are so many
people vying for it and Trump is already a media figure. So, in many ways, it may be a
lot easier to use him because he knows how to use the media. Do you know why the
Republican polls are so important this year? There are so many candidates that the
media outlets are only allowing the top ten polling candidates into the debates. So, as a
result, placement really matters. You bring up Carly Fiorina, and she actually polled
too poorly to get into the debate last time, and there have been a number of editorials
that have said that’s definitely a big disappointment, that maybe this polling method
isn’t the best method because there have been a bunch of people mentioning her
background in business, her pedigree having come from Stanford, her foreign policy
credentials—maybe she should be on that stage giving her viewpoint; it might be a
different one from say Jeb Bush’s or Donald Trump’s. There are criticisms of
that,…they do it based on a running average of the last ten major polls, so it makes it
very hard for someone to come from behind because the polls that were recent for the
first debate are now the older polls in the average for the second debate. So,
essentially, even if they make a big jump after the first debate, they still are having
their average dragged down by older debates.
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Daniel takes every opportunity to educate students on issues with the way the current political
system operates and believes we should build pathways into civic engagement much earlier,
making it part of the P-20 educational experience so that all students can increase their
sociopolitical awareness and engage in the democratic process in an informed way.
When it comes to exploring social issues, Esther doesn’t work to provide multicultural
texts, but rather views human identities as complex and naturally includes a variety of
perspectives that are interesting and relevant at the time.
The nature of my understanding of literature is multifaceted and multicultural. My
dissertation looks at metamorphosis and identity:…what does it mean to be human?...
My interests and my understanding of the world makes it so I am always thinking
about things like that, so I don’t have to think about what is multicultural,…what is
human? We’re going to have to talk about everything.
Esther chooses texts that she believes will be compelling for students, and by nature, they are
representative of a variety of life experiences. Little Bee is a text about the Nigerian oil crisis
that she picked up one summer and taught in the fall, which resulted in deep examination of
identity and globalization. The text describes “villages being hacked to death for oil,”
prompting students to critically evaluate the structures that allow these atrocities to occur.
Esther doesn’t have to identify examples of institutional discrimination or cultural hegemony
because they arise organically from the texts that she and her students choose.
When disturbed by a news report that there were 53 shootings in Chicago on one
September weekend, Esther used the discussion as an opportunity to explore fears of limited
goods as well as neglect of groups of people in a geographic area like African Americans in
the roughest neighborhoods of Chicago. She talked about binary constructions or us v. them
thinking that leads to entire groups being largely written off as “the other” who don’t deserve
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more resources and protection. In these moments, students have an opportunity to think
critically about whether the American dream is possible for individuals and communities in
which resources and support are so scarce. Esther references “The New National Anthem” by
T.I. (2014), in which he tells those who are living in oppressed communities plagued by
violence “sittin’ around waitin’ for government to do something” to “get yourself out, reach
back, get somebody else out.” These types of critical discussions help students examine their
individual roles in society as well as their agency as part of the larger society. In all of
Esther’s words and actions, it seems clear that she continues to reach back for the students
who need some help, opening their eyes to the world around them so they can reach back and
help someone else as well.
Each of the Dreamkeepers has similar aims for students to develop academic skills and
intellectual engagement, learn collaboratively and build cultural competence, and develop a
socio-political consciousness for the co-construction of knowledge. The Dreamkeepers are
“for real” about the current social realities for African American students and are also realistic
about what it will take to help prepare them for success in school and in society. Table 4
illustrates some aspects of their shared visions as culturally relevant faculty.
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Table 4
Shared Visions
Academic
Skills &
Intellectual
Engagement
The faculty
member strives
to develop
academic skills
and deep
learning with a
goal to...
Collaboration
& Cultural
Competence
The faculty
member
cultivates a
classroom
community
where students
see themselves
as contributors
and through a
vision of...
Sociopolitical
Consciousness
& CoConstruction of
Knowledge
The faculty
member
develops
sociopolitical
awareness and
critical lenses
through the
aim of...

Annemarie
help students
value
education as a
resource and
review all
skills rather
than assuming
what students
know

Bob
coach students
to realize their
capacity and to
achieve high
standards

Calvin
provide clear
expectations
and relevant
opportunities
to practice the
discipline

Daniel
scaffold
students to
success with
guided steps
and explicit
instructions
towards
completion

Esther
encourage
students to
seek help and
help them
develop skills
by providing
formative
feedback

creating a
classroom
routine in
which
students are
regularly
asked to share
experiences
and partner in
learning

modeling
awareness of
instructor’s
own cultural
lenses and
encouraging
exchange of
diverse student
perspectives

showing the
value of
contributing
individual and
collective
voices in the
classroom and
in society

discovering
issues relevant
to the
community
through
environmental
exploration
and case
studies

affirming
each student
contribution
by weaving it
into the
classroom
discussion

utilizing
counter-story
to examine
the
relationship
between
educational
access and
quality of life

problematizing
society and
examining the
effects of mass
media and
socially
constructed
notions of
identity

identifying
and
confronting
forms of
oppression
and
promoting
respect for
individual
beliefs

increasing
political
awareness and
actively
engaging
students in the
democratic
process

recognizing
and rejecting
the binaries of
us v. them or
“the other”
when
considering
access to
resources and
protection

CHAPTER 5
KEEPING IT REAL: SEEING AND RESPONDING TO STUDENTS’ NEEDS

The Dreamkeeper faculty have common conceptions and shared visions consistent
with the themes presented in Ladson-Billings’s original Dreamkeepers study, and although
their methods vary, they also demonstrate instructional approaches that are consistent with the
tenets of culturally responsive teaching as described by Geneva Gay (2010). This chapter
presents data that addresses the question: “How do community college faculty who have been
described as being successful in engaging African American students utilize practices of
culturally responsive pedagogy as described by Geneva Gay (2010)?” Gay describes
culturally responsive teaching as validating, comprehensive, multidimensional, empowering,
transformative, and emancipatory. Although these terms can be better understood with
illustrations from the Dreamkeepers’ teaching, each faculty member with a culturally relevant
disposition has a unique approach to the desired outcome. Figure 2 illustrates the tenets of
culturally responsive pedagogy put into a pyramid to show validation to be a foundation,
which leads up to comprehensive and multidimensional approaches, and then to empowering
and transformative outcomes, and lastly to emancipation of the mind and self. The tip of the
pyramid is missing to indicate that the work is perpetually unfinished as humanity must
continue to strive toward greater depths of emancipation. The figure demonstrates cultural
responsiveness as a progression that begins with seeing and validating the individual.
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Emancipatory

• equity in a free and just society

Transformative

Empowering

• evolution of self and of society

• worth and agency for
personal advocacy and
community activism

Multidimensional

Comprehensive

Validating

• relationships,
emotional safety,
and trust
• knowledge,
skills, and
awareness
• affirmation
and value

Figure 2. Cultural responsiveness for an emancipatory education.

Validating

Validation is using cultural knowledge, prior experiences, frames of reference, and
performance styles of ethnically diverse students to make learning more relevant (Gay, 2010).
Validation means bringing cultural knowledge and experiences to the center of the curriculum
and giving feedback to students that allows them to feel that their realities, perspectives, and
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contributions are acknowledged and worthwhile. The Dreamkeeper faculty find ways not only
to make the material relevant to students, but to show the students that they are relevant to the
learning experience. Much of the validation observed in the classroom came from the verbal
prompts and feedback given by instructors to help students make personal connections to the
material, relate to the instructor, take ownership of their own identities, develop their own
perspectives, and feel encouragement that their success matters.
Annemarie regularly prompts students to make connections and share experiences by
asking students, “Have you ever…” experienced this, felt this, seen this, along with other
prompts such as, “What do you know about…” the topic. This type of questioning often
occurs at the beginning of her class and shows students that they are essential to making
meaning in the classroom. Throughout her classroom facilitation, Annemarie uses language
that shows students that they are unique and valuable such as, “you need to be here to share
your wisdom” and “sit down, honey; you really, really, really need to see this.” Annemarie
gives students time to take information in and respond, regularly checking in with, “who has a
question so far?” She has students write drafts, telling them that writing a draft is important so
she can sort of “be there with” them and “help them.” Annemarie also requires students to
conference with her before presentations, reminding them, “You are going to sit and talk with
me about it,” so that they are more prepared and confident. This ongoing support of the
individual student’s engagement and progress makes students aware that the learning is about
them and their progress.
Bob lets his students know that what they experience is often relevant and relatable to
the concepts presented in class. He also shows that he is human just like them and subject to
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some of the same troubles and concerns as they are. In discussing the cultural fears domiciled
members of the public are taught to have about the homeless, he admits to his class during a
lecture that he still continues to behave out of fear, and even avoids the homeless sometimes,
even though he has studied homeless people:
Bob: My favorite dodge is when people pretend to be on the phone.
Student: That’s what I do!
Bob: Thank you for being honest. I do it sometimes, and I study these people. But I do
it less and less. These are the people we are taught to fear.
Throughout his lecture, students interject with comments, and Bob responds to them and
invites them into the conversation with thought provoking questions.
Bob: Why are people reluctant to help these people?
Student: Because of the belief that they are doing it to themselves and have to work
during hard times, or that they will buy drugs and alcohol.
Another Student: Some people think that if you have time to sit on the street, you can
look for a job.
Bob ties a lecture on Glassner’s Culture of Fear to the students’ real life experiences and
observations and makes them more aware of their own biases and how they have been
influenced to think and behave out of fear. In addition, he admits his own vulnerability to the
culture of fear so that students see that their own concerns and misgivings are understandable
considering the pervasiveness of the media messaging.
Calvin makes a point to validate students’ identities by emphasizing that students
should not be identified by others, but rather should be able to self-identify. When asking
students to look at issues through the lenses of various caucus groups for a class activity,
students were asked to self-select into the group based on self-identification. When one
student challenged another for selecting into a caucus group for people of color, Calvin
explained that you cannot tell someone what their identity is. Whereas the concerned student
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only saw light skin, the student identified as Latino and actually was a native Spanish speaker
with a hard accent. Calvin seized the opportunity as a teachable moment and told the class,
“The first thing I want to challenge is that you can point at someone and tell them their race.”
This shifts the mindset from labeling others to understanding that students’ identities come
from their experiences and backgrounds, and that their perspectives emerge from what is true
for them. This validates students by allowing them to identify as they feel appropriate and
express their individual perspectives rather than be categorized by the teacher or the class.
Daniel has a way of making students feel that their interpretations and opinions are
just as valuable and valid as his own. When discussing whether Edward Snowden is a hero or
a traitor for hacking into networks that leaked government secrets and revealed U.S. agents
throughout the globe, he asked students whether his actions were “legit civil disobedience or
criminal?” Then, after a discussion, students sought his opinion. He told them, “I don’t think
it’s for me to tell you what to think,” reminding them that their ability to evaluate the
information and decide for themselves is of utmost importance. Bestowing confidence in
students that they are capable of evaluating information and making determinations on their
own instills confidence in them. He explains in his syllabus that “college is a place of
intellectual exploration” and that they will learn from one another as well as him and
ultimately learn to decide for themselves.
Esther reminds students that they are central to learning as well. When seeing a
student gingerly walking into the room a bit late, she says, “Oops, hello, come on in,” letting
that student know that she is welcome, and that she is visible and important. She also pays
close attention to non-verbal feedback, “I see heads nodding and some smiles, which are
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encouraging, but it helps me to hear from you verbally.” Then she makes sure that students
have a chance to share a little about themselves in order to feel like they are a part of the class
community. Students are to come up with a word that is representative of them for each letter
in their name or the name they like to be called. Esther goes first in order to make herself
vulnerable so that the students can feel more comfortable. In this exercise, she identifies
words that describe her like “energetic,” but also shares related information about herself, like
that she is an only child, once taught a class on body modification, and has struggled when
she tried to take on too many classes while enrolled in three graduate programs, to make
herself more human and approachable to students. She is also showing that she cares about
the students, what they are into, and who they are; the learning experience is about them.
Esther also validates the difficulties students have in managing school with work and
other interests and responsibilities. She told a student who was missing classes, “I understand
work/life balance, but figure it out,” showing him empathy but also encouraging him to get
his schedule and priorities in order so he can get to class. Her policy of allowing students
extensions on their work as long as they communicate with her and have a plan in place also
validates the legitimate struggles students have while helping them develop the tools to
manage them. At the end of class, Esther asks if there are any questions and says, “Thank you
for your contributions,” again reminding students that class is nothing without them and what
they offer. She has many ways of reminding them that she is always “looking for their
answer, not the right answer” and that she is truly interested in what they have to contribute to
the classroom conversation. The students are shown they are not only valid, they are
essential.
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Comprehensive

Comprehensive refers to developing intellectual, social, emotional, and political
learning by using cultural resources to teach knowledge, skills, values, and attitudes (Gay,
2010). Comprehensiveness is a continuation of the notion of keeping the educational
experience relevant, but with an emphasis on developing the whole person. Education must
involve more than just academic skills and even intellectual engagement. Socioemotional
development and political savvy are vital for students in preparation for successful personal
growth, professional development, and civic participation. Although one Dreamkeeper faculty
member might emphasize one of these over others, all aspects are evident in their teaching.
Annemarie constantly works-in supplemental information so that students have more
context and understanding of what they are learning and how they are learning it. When a
vocabulary word comes up, she uses the opportunity to help students learn the root words and
meanings and to read cues that identify parts of speech. For example, rather than just defining
a word, she inquires “What’s ferocity? What’s the root word? A suffix of ‘ity’ means we have
a noun there.” Vocabulary acquisition is important at all levels of schooling, but taking time
to study Greek and Latin roots and word parts that can be applied to understanding other
words is invaluable for students’ intellectual growth. In reading an expository text, Annemarie
helps students to see characteristics of the text, “Those are clues. As soon as you see
percentages and a source, you know it is informative.” She also promotes metacognitive
awareness, helping students become more aware of how they are making meaning from text.
Annemarie: Before you move on, when do you think this was taking place?
Student: The Holocaust
Annemarie: Very Good. How did you know that?
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Student: Details from the text
Annemarie: Yes, that was inferential reading (explains inferential reading)
Annemarie consistently shows students that their broad understanding for ongoing learning
and development is important as opposed to understanding the specific material at hand for an
isolated learning experience. This helps students become more aware of what types of
information they should be noting and taking-in on their own as they continue to build
language and reading skills.
Bob values intellectual engagement and has developed a clever method for sparking
intellectual discourse in his classroom. Before one observation, Bob walked into class, and a
student asked him if he could talk about his “shirt du jour.” Bob regularly wears T-shirts that
pique students’ interests and engage them in discussion. He explains to the student that the
meaning behind the shirt is that facts are socially constructed and then launches a discussion
about the process by which we arrive at a set of facts, which relates to a lecture topic on the
social construction of reality in which students will examine knowledge, facts, truth, and
perception. Bob’s shirt served as a conversation starter as well as a tool to engage students in
some of the key ideas in the lecture that day. He literally wears the discipline so students can
develop a deeper sociological imagination. With dramatic inflection, Bob further explains
“Your perception shapes reality until you get additional information. My senses are being
manipulated and altered by society…our ability to make sense of society comes from
society.” Students are developing tools to critically examine their society as well as
themselves and can carry forth their intellectual curiosity when they leave Bob’s classroom.
Students develop a multitude of social skills and increase their social acumen
throughout Calvin’s class. For example, Calvin is explicit with how to interact with others
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with disabilities, instructing students on the nuances that give dignity and show respect to
those who are often treated in ways that may make them feel uncomfortable. Calvin directs
students on how to communicate positively:
Talk directly to a person, not to an interpreter. Try to shake hands, even if a person is
impaired. Identify yourself to a person with a visual impairment and wait until the
offer is accepted if trying to help. Don’t pat people on the head or shoulder, don’t
correct or speak for the person, and don’t pretend you understand; repeat what you do
understand and wait for a response.
These etiquette tips could contribute to anyone’s social development and can generally be
applied to courteous communication in everyday situations. Calvin goes beyond terms and
theories in his class in order to address issues of social awareness and communication that are
often left out of the classroom.
Daniel strives to build political awareness in his students for personal and social
applications. Daniel counsels students on how to conduct themselves in a traffic stop by
introducing a short video that instructs students on their legal rights, and he also takes the time
to provide explicit instructions on how to exercise these rights. These skills are of utmost
importance considering the cases where individuals have believed they were standing up for
their rights but were interpreted as hostile and threatening by police. Students are being
educated by videos posted online but may not have access to reliable instruction on
appropriate behavior to preserve their rights within the law. Daniel’s discussion of the fourth
amendment, the right to consent to search, provides an additional opportunity to clarify for
students how they should and should not act in a traffic stop:
When you stop, be polite, respectful, and calm. Understand the officer’s perspective.
He/she doesn’t know if there is a weapon in the car….Always open the window a
crack to communicate. Illinois law requires you to answer questions to address the
possibility of a DUI.
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Daniel has formally incorporated this timely and relevant material into his course in order to
prepare students for a potential traffic stop so that they will be knowledgeable in appropriate
responses to instructions and communications from a police officer. Understanding legal
rights and appropriate behaviors can save one’s life.
Esther takes opportunities to teach her students about active listening skills, which are
also essential to students’ personal, academic, and professional lives. When establishing the
expectations for appropriate class behavior, listening while others are talking and being a
good audience were mentioned in the discussion. Esther responded by sharing some tips on
being an attentive listener and is willing to share a personal experience when she felt the need
to be listened to with full attention as an example. These types of mini-lessons seem
particularly important and relevant in the digital age of divided attention:
Be respectful, let’s give an example of what that means. Waiting to hear someone
speak before you jump in; try not to interrupt. Has anyone heard the term “active
listening?” My husband the other day, the game was on…he was looking at the game
the whole time. “Babe, I heard you!” “What’d I say then?” It wasn’t good enough for
my taste. There is a difference between listening and hearing. Hearing is an auditory
response; listening is focused. Listening is not just hearing.
Active listening skills are an important part of social development that can enhance students’
communication skills in their personal and professional lives. Although these skills aren’t
explicit course outcomes, they are essential for preparing students for college and career
success as well as maintaining healthy personal relationships. Taking a comprehensive
approach to developing the whole students requires attention to these soft skills.
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Multidimensional

Multidimensional means that the instruction addresses a broad range of the students’
needs across multiple dimensions of learning such as curriculum content, learning context,
classroom climate, student-teacher relationships, instructional techniques, classroom
management, and performance assessments, focusing on elements of cultural socialization
that most directly affect learning (Gay, 2010). This means that all aspects and layers of the
educational experience are leveraged to engage and support students.
Annemarie creates a classroom climate that emphasizes reciprocal teaching and
teamwork. Students are regularly encouraged to work together in small groups and with
partners, and Annemarie emphasizes that each student is part of the team through frequent
verbal affirmation. In one class session alone, several verbal prompts reminded students that
they are working interdependently. A prompt to a duo working on an activity was, “You two
need to sit together and read.” A nudge to a student working with another who had missed
some instruction was, “You have to share your notes with her because she doesn’t have
notes.” General encouragement as students completed their work included, “You guys got it.”
And, a reminder that working as partners means co-presenting rather than having your partner
present was simply, “Are you going to be up here with him?” Another prod to make sure a
partner was engaged in partner work was, “He says it’s a team effort; you are the other half of
the team.” A student asked, “If I do this one myself, can I leave?” Annemarie replied, “No,
you need to be here to share your wisdom.” This constant emphasis on learning together
reinforces students’ understanding of the collaborative nature of working in groups or partners
and makes them more accountable.
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Bob has become a master of differentiating instruction so that students who need
additional support can get it, and students who have mastered an assignment can use their
time to do other work. Bob gives students a preliminary grade on their first drafts and explains
his feedback and the grading rubric, which gives students a sense of the work needed for the
next draft. After grading first drafts, Bob reminded students that if they work hard on the
second draft and it is good, they won’t have to write the third one. He also makes himself
available to students in person and via email as issues arise, urging them, “If you have
questions as you are making revisions, shoot me an email; don’t wait until Sunday night. Get
revisions out of the way as soon as you have comments.” From the outline to the third draft,
students have ample opportunities to get feedback and improve their work before a permanent
grade is issued. Bob also encourages students to visit him in person with questions. His
relaxed environment with Simpson posters and other interesting displays is inviting. Even
during summer school when no office hours are required, Bob is there watching Netflix in
case students wander in for some discussion.
Calvin has a style of classroom management that he describes as laid-back, but he also
has a way of letting the class know when classroom behavior is inappropriate and makes sure
he explicitly addresses that with the individual student and plays up the student’s strengths.
He describes his technique for handling disruptive behavior in and out of class:
I want people to be themselves because I feel they can connect to the material better
when they are in their own zone and they’re not so stiff. Today, I had two young men
who took it a little overboard. Before, these two guys, I think they are genuinely trying
to connect. I know they are trying to connect. They pay attention to the course
material, but they still side chatter and they do this other stuff that’s like, you know,
what are you doin’? One guy got up and walked out of the class; this was the third day
that he did this. He will leave and come back five minutes later or something like that.
He will even put his feet up a little bit higher on a chair, not all the way up, but you
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know he’ll have ‘em up, and I kind of ignore it because he’s engaged and he’s talking
about the subject. And the other one, today he gets up, well, he was talking to
someone in the back, and then I said “I’m going to have to ask you to move because
you’re talking a little too much today.” He got up and moved, and he sat down next to
somebody else and did the same thing. He was talking to somebody else. You know,
so, when the one kid came back late from his break, I said, “Stay after class today. I
need to talk to you.” And then when the other one got up in the middle of class while
I’m lecturing and proceeded to plug his phone in to charge it, I said, “I need you to
stay after class today, too.” Basically, what I was doing, was I was letting the class see
that it’s inappropriate and I’m gonna address that behavior, but I don’t need to address
it to the point where I’m trying to embarrass the guys; I’m letting the class know that I
see it, it’s going to be talked about in private, and, you know, we gonna work this out.
After explaining how he handled the disruptive behavior, Calvin described how he
approached the issue with the students after class.
So, then I got ’em both. They were both in the room at the same time and these were
the two that were sitting next to each other, so I dealt with it when class was out. So,
to one guy, the first one, I said, “Listen, this is the third day you’ve been out of class. I
know you’re engaged, you are on topic, you talk about what we are talking about, you
do a tremendous job with it, and I appreciate that, and I try to let you be yourself and
you lounge a little bit in your presentation, but when you lounge with your
presentation and then you walk out of class and then come back, you are now being
disrespectful, you know, if that’s the intention or not. I don’t think that’s your
intention, but it’s perceived that way by other people as disrespectful, and it also
disrupts my flow as an instructor. Now, I know you are trying to help me with my
flow, at least I’m gonna assume you are, so I need you to help me out with that, you
know, and change that behavior. You know, that’s just gotta stop, period. I can’t, I
don’t need to be talking to you about this again, ever. You just gotta stop that.” And
then with the other guy I said the same thing.
Although Calvin expressed dissatisfaction with some of their behavior, he also described their
strengths of being able to engage the class and redirected them to utilize those strengths to
enhance the class. He also addressed the issues of racial and cultural perceptions and
dynamics related to the classroom environment.
These were both Black guys, and I said, um you know the one who got up and took his
phone and proceeded to plug it while I’m instructing, I said, “Come on, man, you
know you can’t do that in the classroom,” and he says, “Why, people do it all the time
in my other class, and I do it in there too.” I said, “Well, you don’t do that in that
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classroom because you are a Black man, and, believe it or not, people perceive what
you do differently in the classroom. They may not even see a White kid get up and go
plug their phone in, may not even see it at all, but I guarantee you they see you when
you get up and plug your phone in in class; it is perceived differently, and you are
navigating a system that may not be completely fair because you see somebody else
doing something that is free game, and you aren’t going to have the same results if you
do it.”
Calvin’s message to the students was that the disruptive behavior was creating a distraction
and also feeding into negative stereotypes. He explained that while it is undeserved, whatever
these young men do in the classroom is scrutinized because of the bias in others’ lenses. By
discussing the classroom dynamics related to race and culture, Calvin helps students become
more aware of the consequences of their actions and take ownership over their behavior. He
also points out to them that they have great value in the classroom, despite any negative
perceptions that others may have of them or that they may subsequently have about
themselves.
So, you know, I think what I did with those guys, at least what I was trying to do, was
I was trying to show them that I value what they do, I value their skills, and I need
them to keep using those skills to make positive results occur instead of negative ones.
For example, the one kid who got up and did his phone thing, he is very engaged and
he can pretty much get anybody to talk and open up and chat a little bit on the subject
when I need him to do that. I will ask a question and he will ask a follow-up and get
people to engage. He is very talented at that, but he can also get them off track. So I
say that what you are doing is that you have a strong skill in connecting with people,
but it’s starting to be a negative when you take that in the opposite direction. So, what
I try to do is draw attention to his skill and also help him to see that it is very much
valued but it can also be detrimental…I have full confidence they will be much better.
Calvin knows how to create a classroom environment where expectations are clear without
alienating students who test the boundaries. He was able to keep these two students engaged
by taking the time to speak directly to them about how their skills could benefit the class
while clearly describing the behavior that he wants them to stop. Furthermore, he confronted
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the issue of students of color being scrutinized for their behavior, which helped the students to
examine their behavior and consider additional dimensions.
A simple change in the classroom environment can make a dramatic difference in
student engagement. Daniel sets aside time during each class period for students to share
commentary on articles they have found that are related to class topics. During this time, he
has students move their desks so that they are facing each other, which makes for much more
engaging discussion. Daniel discusses the multiple forms of inequality within the classroom
dynamic that are often problematic.
One [problem of inequality] in the classroom is in the unequal relationship of the
instructor and the student. Let’s start there. I’ve worked on changing the way the room
is physically set up to reduce that in recent classes. So, what I do is I try to put them
into small cohorts of about four students apiece, and set up the tables that way so that
they feel a little bit more comfortable as opposed to the “sage on the stage.” And with
the subject of political science, the topic of inequality is brought up a lot.
It may be a hassle for students to move their desks so that they essentially make a large table,
but it accomplishes the purpose of sitting across from one another and gives students the
opportunity to move around a bit to break up the monotony of sitting in one place for an entire
class period. Students are to find, prepare, and bring to the table a written response to an
article each time, and Calvin does “spot checks” by calling on students at random to share
their material. Students seemed to be much more accountable because they knew they would
be facing one another, explaining the article they found, and sharing their thoughts with a
group of peers right next to or across from them. The closer proximity and direct eye contact
raises the stakes for students who may put less effort into their preparation if the desks
remained spread throughout the room. Daniel also helps to generate further discussion about
the topic by interjecting questions and supplying more information when needed. He offers
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encouragement for diligent efforts, such as praise for a student for looking at other sources
when not sure of the information found in an article.
Esther creates a classroom climate that centers on working with the students to
establish what they want to get out of the class, what they think would be useful to achieve
those outcomes, and the policies that would best support their success. Facilitating this
“taking the reins” activity at the beginning of a course allows students to feel invested in the
class experience. Students also become more aware of what is to be gained over the semester
through the process of building out the course syllabus as each potential assignment and
activity is discussed. Esther explains to the class that the syllabus is a contract, that contracts
are about agreements and trust, and that they will have some control over how that looks.
Students brainstorm in small groups and then report on what they recommend in terms of
policies for grades, attendance, late work, participation, expectations for classroom behavior,
writing assignments they think would be useful, other guidelines, and overall course goals.
Esther then helps refine recommendations and build consensus on issues where she is willing
to let the class decide. This activity of co-constructing parts of the course syllabus as a class
builds awareness of the goals and expectations for the course, whereas when students are
given a detailed syllabus without any involvement, they may not read it despite being
instructed to do so. In this case, students will know intimately what is in the syllabus as they
will have had a significant role in writing it. Having students create assignment guidelines and
grading rubrics are other extensions of this type of student-driven learning that address a
broad range of student needs.
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Empowering

Empowering education enables students to be better human beings and more
successful learners as the consumers and producers of knowledge in participatory, problemposing, dialogic, desocializing, democratic, inquiring, and activist educational experience
(Gay, 2010). An empowering education allows students to feel greater agency in their lives
and in society. Students should gain critical awareness as well as analytical thinking skills that
they can employ in order to evaluate their society and participate in democracy. Part of this
process is critically examining the problematic aspects of society so that one can imagine
other possibilities. Empowerment also means that students become aware that knowledge is
fluid and that they are both consumers and creators with the ability to contribute to and
influence their world.
Annemarie has students learn about current social issues through diverse lenses by
utilizing social justice texts from authors of various backgrounds to help students engage with
material that will undoubtedly open minds to new perspectives. The extensive novel list from
which students can self-select a book to read, discuss, and share provides opportunities for
students to see life under a dictator in the Dominican Republic through the eyes of a young
woman or the brutal regime of communism in China through the eyes of a young man.
Students could also choose to learn about the experiences of Jews in Paris during the Nazi
regime or young boys in Sudan during a civil war. Other choices include dealing with loss,
being raised in institutions and foster care, teen homelessness, life in the projects, or
struggling with ethnic identity in America. In addition to those, students can read about the
disappearance of a man during World War II, making it to a basketball championship,
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becoming a Navy Seal, or even human life through the eyes of a dog. Students have agency in
choosing what they will study and can make meaning from their personal interactions with the
text to create new understandings of themselves and their world.
Bob empowers students by provoking them to think critically about how they are
being influenced by their environments so that they can think more independently. By taking
another look at what is essentially overlooked every day, he draws the class into critical
examination of what they thought was a reliable source of information. He asks students
questions about their common experiences of watching the news to make them more aware of
how the media shapes them.
Bob: Just as a little experiment some time, watch the news. And don’t just tune in at
5:00 to watch the news, turn on your television at about 4:30 and watch how they
promo the news that will be coming up in half an hour. How do they promote the
news?
Student: The anchor man says like a story and says it will be at 8 or something.
Bob: But what kind of story?
Student: Crime
Another Student: I was gonna say crime.
Bob: What else?
Another Student: Anything that means bad news for you.
Bob: Yeah. Bad news. Something in your kitchen may be killing you. Tune in at 11.
What? I’ve got to stay the bleep out of my kitchen until 11 o’clock? Are you kidding?
And then, of course, are you just like going to neglect that? Holy bleep. What if it
really is killing you? Coming up, six-car pile-up on the Kennedy. There is a kind of
tongue-in-cheek thing that they say about the news, right, “if it bleeds, it leads.” The
very first story is always going to be something sensational, and if it’s got fires or
explosions or police sirens and that yellow tape, boy, they love that. Right? If they can
get an aerial shot of the neighborhood, it’s going to get people to tune in…because it
fulfills the narrative of a very fearful culture,…that society is in danger.
After revealing the sensationalist aspects of the news, Bob then goes on to illustrate the ability
of the media to incite panic, utilizing the commonly held belief that Halloween candy might
be dangerous as an example. There have been two documented cases where family members
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put drugs in candy to avoid prosecution for a child overdosing on their drugs and during a bad
custody battle, but no one has ever died from Halloween candy poisoning from a stranger
(Best and Horiuchi, 1985). The media has constructed an urban myth that has made parents
wary of taking candy from strangers, and some x-ray candy or have banned trick-or-treating.
He also includes examples from advertising such as auto makers trying to convince you to
buy a new car to be more economical without taking into consideration the amount of energy
and resources expended to make the new car. Students are developing critical media literacy
and will never look at the media, advertising, or even a promo the same again; they are
learning to think for themselves.
Calvin empowers students by providing an opportunity for them to practice
confrontation strategies as small groups in front of the class. He provides sentence starters and
models for verbal and nonverbal confrontation strategies, including using “I” statements,
giving the silent stare, “Bringing it Home” by personalizing one’s targets, reminding others
that “We’re friends, right?” and framing the confrontation as a caring gesture, questioning the
behavior, and using humor. By giving students a variety of strategies for confronting
something that they are uncomfortable with, Calvin is preparing students to stand up for
themselves and others. He has students brainstorm scenarios that need to be confronted and
act out the use of a confrontation strategy. To reinforce awareness of the strategies, Calvin has
the rest of the class try to identify the strategy that was represented in the skit. The skits allow
students to have a better understanding of how these strategies can be applied in real life,
which is far more helpful than just reading about them on paper.
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Daniel uses the example of displaced community members after Hurricane Katrina
forming partnerships with nonprofit organizations and fighting for their rights to illustrate
collaboration, mobilization, and empowerment. A mass of low income and minority residents
who were displaced after Hurricane Katrina wanted to return to their land, but the local
officials wanted to create park land there; the state was providing money for restoration, but
its intended use was to build the parks. The residents who wished to return created
partnerships with nonprofits who had the resources and wanted to reduce inequality and
protect the environment in order to fight the parks and a proposed nuclear waste dump.
Let’s look at an example where federalism has had its challenges…I brought this up
because it deals with the issues surrounding Katrina. Katrina was a hurricane, one of
many that have hit New Orleans, but it was far more devastating because it was the
first hurricane since the 1920s to have broken a significant number of the levees in
New Orleans. And the local government, just so you know, practiced discrimination in
housing for a long time there. So, one of the legacies of that was that you have a very
poverty-stricken area of the city that also happens to be the most low lying. And, I
should point out, as you saw from those pictures, it is mostly, although not entirely,
African American in make-up. Another big minority group there are the Hmong
refugees. So, the levees break and most people are in their homes. Why are they in
their homes? If a hurricane was happening here—surprise, surprise—would you guys
evacuate? Some would. Many honestly probably wouldn’t. Yeah, I probably wouldn’t.
So, a lot of people didn’t want to evacuate. If they were forced to evacuate, that would
be the prerogative of either the state or federal government to make them evacuate—
but neither one did that in many places at all. Instead, they were allowed to stay in
their homes.
Daniel provides background and builds understanding and empathy for those who stayed as
the hurricane approached.
And what happened was these levees, which are structures made by the federal
government, broke. Ok, and so all the low-lying areas, which are mostly poor and
minority groups, flooded. And a lot of people actually died in that flooding. Hundreds
died in that flooding. The other major issue is, what do you do with all these
inhabitants now? Their houses are ruined...and need to be reconstructed. What is the
government going to do about it?…The federal government provided block grants
with the intent that the local and state governments would use them effectively in what
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they needed best,…but they were largely misused….The state and local governments
were not interested in getting people who were displaced back into the town. In fact,
soon after the storm, the state government was saying, “Hey, what we want to do is
create a bunch of park land. You know where all the people lived,…we want to make
it park land.” How do you think that made the people feel?…It almost felt like a
funeral to these people not to be able to return to where they lived and where they
grew up and probably had spent most of their lives in many cases….They are making
these plans where they want to basically kick out everyone who lived there….The
insurance companies were denying [homeowner’s] claims…and there was no state
oversight….So many of these people were just leaving permanently.
After providing the full context, Daniel explains how the people mobilized to fight for their
community.
I mentioned the Hmong refugees. They were actually among the most vocal against
these plans and they were one of the reasons that these plans did not go through.
They’re a very close group; they had helped the U.S. government back in the Vietnam
War and had been punished back in their home country, severely. So, that’s why they
had refugee status to come to the U.S. And, they were essentially placed wherever the
U.S. government told them to go, so many of them ended up in New Orleans, of all
places. And, so, the community was separated into a lot of different parts, but it was
still a really good community in lobbying against these efforts. The way they did it, is,
first of all, they made partnerships with other local groups. A big one was African
Americans who were part of the Catholic church….They fought it by making allies
within the community, so the church was a great one as well….Another thing they did
was lawsuits, and lots of them. Incredibly, the park plan ends and they decided to let
them back in, and then they decide to build a toxic waste dump there. I kid you not.
Because there is all of this toxic waste after Katrina because of the devastation, and,
basically, the mayor says, “The closer we have it to the city, the quicker we can have
New Orleans cleaned up, so I’m going to build it right next to the poor areas.” So,
then, what’s next are lawsuits. They find what they call NGOs, non-governmental
organizations, or sometimes you might hear the term non-profit, whose job it is to
create lawsuits and find effective candidates—people who will best represent the
viewpoints and things that they want. They were able to find non-profits that wanted
to reduce inequality, help the poor; they also found, which was very smart of them,
people who were interested in the environment as well. So, they got all these lawsuits
going with different aims [and] with people with different aims, but they were able to
utilize them towards their policy goal. In the end, not only was the park land generally
reduced, the toxic waste dump was also kicked out as well. A very interesting story
here about federal and state, but also how individuals like you, when faced with
something insurmountable, can surmount it and overcome it, and some of the policy
strategies used were finding allies and lawsuits.
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In sharing this example, Daniel shows that even those who have little to fight with can form a
network with others who will back their cause and become more powerful in advocating for
their rights. Mobilization has been an essential factor in any major social movement, and it is
empowering for students to become aware of that as a possibility and a potential.
Esther empowers students by asking them to “examine the choices that emerge before
them, choose their path consciously, and take responsibility for the choices they make” and
create a vision board to represent and share their intended plan. By exploring their choices
and envisioning the consequences of various options, they will become more aware of their
own agency in shaping their lives. Often, young college students are not cognizant of the
relationship between what they do with their time and energy now and the long-term impact
on their quality of life. By employing a backwards design, Esther asks students to start with
what they would like their lives to be like, and then figure out the steps in the process to make
those dreams come true. She also reminds them of the investment of time, energy, and money
that they are making in college with a comparison to getting your value at a restaurant:
Is sleeping an activity [in class]? No! You’re not going to pay to sleep….Think about
this: When you go into a restaurant, you want everything you pay for. Give me your
favorite restaurant, or a restaurant you really like. What’s your favorite meal? Chicken
fingers? Ok, say I was supposed to get six juicy chicken fingers, and you pick a side,
and you get a drink. And then they come and say, “Hey, here are your two chicken
fingers. Enjoy your meal.” And you say, “This ain’t right. Wait a minute. I didn’t pay
for two chicken fingers, and the order comes with six. These are delicious chicken
fingers; I want everything I paid for.” Astoundingly, only in a classroom setting are
students like, “Is it time to go yet?” but you paid for all this time. You paid for it! You
paid for it! Somebody’s paying for it! And then you are like, “Can you please cheat me
out of what I paid for? Please cheat me out of what I’m capable of getting.” So, think
of it like that. You want to get everything.
Students responded that they hadn’t thought of class time in that way, and Esther proceeded to
talk about the value of money, time, energy, and the investment in school and in themselves.
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Learning about choosing and prioritizing how they spend their resources empowers students
to make choices that will result in greater success.

Transformative

A transformative educational experience is life changing in that students will never
view themselves or society the same again. As presented by Gay (2010), transformative
educational experiences also promote students becoming servants to their community and
society. The Dreamkeepers present diverse curricular content and perspectives as worthwhile,
and each encourages students to be productive members of society in different ways.
However, the faculty promoted the idea that students are obligated to be productive members
of and render service to their communities to varying degrees.
Annemarie presents critical perspectives in the texts she chooses in class; through
exposure to these voices, students will never look at immigration, American history, racist
mascots, and urban violence in the same way again. Students begin the class reading about
immigration through the eyes of Maria Venegas (2012) in The Devil’s Spine, who came from
Mexico when she was only four. They also explore Greg Nasif’s (2011) student piece,
“Washington Redskins: Offending Creativity,” published in the University of Maryland
student newspaper, explaining the irony of the derogatory the team name that only reminds us
that “our nation was built upon stolen land and broken promises” to the Native Americans.
Annemarie also includes a documentary, The Interrupters, by James et al. (2012) to
examine strategies for defusing violence in Chicago such as alternatives to gang life and
broad-based community activism. After exposure to these ideas and subsequent discussion,
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students are more aware of varied perspectives on the issues as well as the importance of
standing up for human rights and safety. As a part of their empowerment, they start to
envision how these situations could be treated differently. Undocumented immigrants are
shown as humans deserving to be treated with dignity and struggling to survive. A racist
mascot is revealed as a scar from a bloody past that should be questioned. A violent city is
considered as a public health crisis in desperate need of intervention. The students start to
realize that their attention is merited and that they have the ability to open their minds and
construct new conceptualizations of mainstream society’s most deeply held beliefs and most
pressing issues. Although Annemarie doesn’t necessarily require students be feel obligated to
take action on these issues, a change in their level of awareness and sensitivities to the plights
of others will transform the way they think about and speak of these issues and make them
more likely to stand up for what they believe.
Bob’s goal of developing a sociological imagination in students in which they
examine all of society through a critical lens will also help them to become much more aware
of socially constructed notions and behaviors. He describes his goals for his students, both
sociology and non-sociology majors:
I want them to develop what we call a sociological imagination, the ability to see the
link between external forces and their individual lives. I want them to appreciate
empiricism, science, as a mechanism for making sense of the world, and I want them
to become engaged citizens; I want them to understand that with this information you
can make decisions and engage in actions that will make the world a better place. So,
it’s a very practical and pragmatic and grounded sort of instruction. I’m teaching them
sociology, but I’m teaching it to them, hopefully, in a way they see its relevance—for
them, not for some abstract notion of a discipline. Ultimately, I want them to be kind
of radicals; I want them to challenge the orthodoxy of the world around them. It’d be
nice if I could change them into raving, left-wing Marxists who will go out and
immediately try to unionize their workplace; I understand that’s probably not realistic.
But, if I teach them to think about the world around them as problematic, even if it’s
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not for them, that it is for others, then they stop thinking just about themselves and
they start thinking about others.
Although Bob clearly engages students in developing these critical thinking skills, he doesn’t
explicitly call them to action, but it seems that many will be inspired to get more involved
based on what they have learned. The transformation is more implied; once students are aware
of how they have come to believe and behave as they do, they can never lose this awareness.
His students will undoubtedly view society differently and evaluate the ways in which they
have been influenced to think and act, but when and how they put their sociological
imagination to work is up to them.
Calvin’s diversity course is focused on understanding one’s own cultural development
and examining biases and prejudices. Calvin approaches institutionalized racism as a means to
expand students’ awareness of ongoing social inequalities:
One of the topics in the class is understanding what institutional discrimination is
about…with all this cop shooting Black men and all that stuff that’s going on, in
Arizona they were pulling people over, and racial profiling, redlining and blockbusting
with banks, you know, we talk about some of that stuff….The banks would redline
African American or lower income areas and say that these are areas we do not want
to offer loans to, but the areas that were White were green and they would say we will
offer loans there. And if the bank did offer someone a loan in the red areas, they would
charge them higher rates, and the ones that were in the green were offered cheaper
rates. So, it would cost you more to get it and longer to pay it off and because you
were in it, the bank would appraise it at a lower rate because you are in there now. So,
you bought something at a rate that was too high, and are paying too long, and now
it’s not worth as much cause you’re in it, so that is the redlining. And the blockbusting
was this process where banks would come up to the White property owners and say,
“Hey, Pookie and them moving in down the street,” and they would pay Pookie’s kids
a few dollars to skateboard up and down the street and scare the White folks who
would really be nervous and say, “They are moving in; I saw them hanging out down
the block.” And then they would get the White homeowners to sell at a rate that was
lower than what the White owners should have got, but they were fearful that their
property values were going to go down. And once the White homeowners sell it to the
bank, the bank sells it to Ray Ray and Pookie and Juan and Esteban at a higher rate, so
they were getting over on the Whites and the Blacks and the minorities. So, that’s an
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institutional practice,…we talk about that and how that leads to poverty today because
there are so many people who build their wealth through their real estate and then this
concept of, “My grandpa did it; what’s wrong with your family?” And, now, that
institutionalized discrimination leads to internalized racism and horizontal racism,
where now Blacks are getting upset because other Blacks are moving into the
neighborhood. “This area was White until you got here, if you movin’ in, the value’s
gonna go down.” But they’re not the ones who instilled the system. The bank owners
are the leaders of doing that. We talk about some of those examples, but the idea is,
once you identify it, what you gonna do about it? To know that it’s out there and be
aware of it is one thing, but how you gonna change the system? You gotta understand
your voting rights and politics. What’s the greater good for some of this? Is it more
important to have a goatee, or to get into position to change some of this?
Calvin goes beyond informing students of discrimination and prompts them to consider how
they can be agents of change, so his instruction is overtly transformational in that he
encourages students to provide service to society in this way. Students develop a much deeper
awareness of the impact of culture on themselves, their relationships with others, and society
as a whole and are inspired to position themselves to make positive change.
Daniel provides knowledge and skills for political engagement that have the power to
transform individual lives as well as society. Political awareness and civic engagement should
be essential parts of a democratic education, but are not required for all college students.
Daniel describes his interest in strengthening the pathway to civic engagement:
The big thing with political science is creating a trajectory, or a pathway—that’s
what’s big right now, of civic engagement. In California, there are up to five schools,
five colleges, where it’s required that you have to have a beginner political science
course that ends in what’s a university-wide town hall meeting where you get local
politicians there, and it’s like this mock congress thing, it just sounded awesome, and
it’s been expanding from California State Fullerton now to five schools there….That
would be super cool….The improvement I would make, we’ve got such great school
districts around here, is if we started the civic engagement in high school so that it
builds into the town hall meetings in college. Wouldn’t it be awesome?
Daniel brings the real world issues to the classroom and facilitates mock elections and even
has students look at local elections such as one for the library board. He also makes it a point
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to take advantage of campus events by having students attend related offerings such as the
Constitution Day speakers. Students who take a political science class with a faculty member
like Daniel truly learn to evaluate candidates, policies, and systems for themselves, which is
essential for the democracy to function.
Esther promotes self-awareness and spirituality as essential parts of a personally
transformative education process. An experience that focuses on self-knowledge and personal
development leads to self-actualization and productivity for self and society. Esther has
students take the time to reflect on themselves in a free writing exercise with the following
prompt:
What is your idea of success? How are some of your attributes going to be useful?
Where do you have room to grow? What are some of your weaknesses?…Do you feel
supported? Lack of clarity? What is going to be a struggle? What are some areas
where you are going to have to be proactive?
Esther also facilitates class as if she is guiding the activities towards synthesizing ideas from
the students’ contributions rather than sharing knowledge as an expert. She encourages
students by explaining that they are co-creators of knowledge and that their experiences and
growth are valuable.
What tends to happen is that once they see my personality, and I am approachable and
I tell my students…I am here for your success and to be supportive, even after this
class, I am available….They feel more comfortable, they may come up in class, and
they may ask a question, and they’re gonna open up. Many are not comfortable in an
authoritarian situation, so I try to make it not. I tell my students, the only difference
between you and me is experience. I have had decades of experience writing and
reading. You are here beginning or continuing that, so I am here to facilitate learning
and thinking, and I don’t have all the answers. I don’t expect you to have all the
answers, but I expect you to engage. I have questions. There are some times when I
say, “I don’t know” because I haven’t had the experience. I try to value the experience
of my students because they are coming to the classroom with a wealth of experience,
and they haven’t been taught that that’s valuable. It’s not like, if you don’t know
everything in this book, then clearly that’s why you’re here. The truth is, their life
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experiences are valuable to their learning experience…and I do try to work hard to
connect the two.
The emphasis on self-development and personal meaning creates an educational environment
and growth opportunity that can be transformational to students’ lives.

Emancipatory

Emancipatory education is liberating in that it releases the intellect of students of color
from the constraining manacles of mainstream canons of knowledge and ways of knowing by
opening up discourse (Gay, 2010). An emancipatory educational experience frees students’
minds and lives from the limitations of narrow curricula and opens up classrooms to a much
broader lens for making meaning of society. Multiple perspectives on history and social issues
contribute to new understandings that promote freedom of thought and freedom to live
without the constraints of socially constructed notions that perpetuate oppressive structures.
Annemarie provides counternarratives to the mainstream curriculum by including the
voices of people for which there are many barriers in place to realizing the American dream.
Her course description states that the course will “offer opportunities to discuss and write
about social justice issues,” and a deep look into how access to higher education is limited for
some people is a relatable issue for many of her students taking developmental reading and
writing. Annemarie marked off space for marginal notes and wrote in definitions above some
of the more difficult vocabulary words so that students could focus on the meaning of
“Colleges and Rebirth of the American Dream,” by Arthur Levine.
It’s an essay about a president of Teacher’s College going back to his roots in the
Bronx to revisit where he grew up and see what is going on there, and I’m telling you
it is just like Baltimore. He goes back to the Bronx where he grew up and sees that it is
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now Dominican and poor, and he meets Carlos and his friends Juan Carlos and Leo,
and the writer is appalled….Then they deal with the American dream, what is it, who
is it there for? The author takes you through what this is and what is it there for,…so
the disparity is sitting there. Somebody helps them; it is about mentoring,
understanding cultures, learning how to get the best for the student….How is it fair
that some kids get this and some don’t…and some end up on the street.
This critical examination of the American dream frees students from the myths of America
that perpetuate injustice and allows them to refocus on working toward social justice.
Bob promotes independent thinking for students in all areas of their lives. He talks
about his role as an anti-racist and anti-capitalist educator and how that resonates with
students from marginalized groups.
Since about sixth grade, I’ve been in very diverse educational settings….It’s kinda
weird being around so many White people again. I am very much an anti-racist and I
am an anti-capitalist. That doesn’t necessarily immediately translate into shared
experiences,…so I’m clear from the very beginning of the semester about what kind of
person I am. I talk passionately and with a great deal of anger about racial injustice in
this country. I make sure that my students, all of my students, know that I think that
the people who made this country powerful and great and strong were slaves who stole
their labor and we benefitted from it in tremendous ways and were really, really stingy
about basically compensating people for that. So, it’s built into a kind of class critique
as well. But, because class and race are so conflated in the history of this country, I
think it comes through in a way that is seen as largely sympathetic to marginalized
populations who don’t get their due. And, I think, for Black and Latino students that
resonates. Here’s this White guy with a Ph.D. saying things that they probably haven’t
heard White people say a lot.
Bob is direct in freeing students of color as well as their White counterparts from the narrow
focus of the traditional American educational experience.
Calvin develops students into informed advocates and skilled allies against
discrimination. With an emphasis on diversity issues, the course outcomes include
developing “skills to interrupt oppressive language and behavior.” Students are also
encouraged to become allies and form alliances against discrimination and injustice and are
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able to take these skills with them for use in their personal lives as well as in more public
forums. Calvin explains the process of becoming an ally:
This is what we call the cycle of liberation. We talk about being an ally and making
change, and we talk about the problems in society with all the “isms.” What do we do
about the “isms?” Is it something that we work to change? This cycle of liberation
talks about that person who has decided that they do want to make changes to society
and this is part of the method that helped that develop. It begins pretty much like the
cycle of socialization. Waking up from some kind of critical incident that has
happened for this person and they start looking at society differently than they used to.
Something new happened—something out of the ordinary, and they interpret life
differently; they interpret things differently. It could be anything. It could be a video
you have just seen, and you’re like, “You know what, this is crazy. We’ve got to make
change.” It could be when someone tells you a story about what they have
experienced. In a lot of cases, I think it’s when people see something with their own
eyes and have their own personal experience, but it causes that person to wake up, reidentify what’s in front of them and say, “This is not how I want society to go. I gotta
do something” When they start getting ready, it’s going down to this other one:
Getting’ ready—preparing themselves. Dealing with these new ideas I have, I’ve got
to empower myself. If I’m going to make change, somehow somebody’s got to listen
to me. Why would they listen to me? I’m starting to gain education, dealing with those
ideas that they previously had, changing that way of thinking, developing new ways to
move forward. And they start reaching out. If you are going to change society, you
[are] going to need some help with that, so you reach out and start picking out other
experiences, taking a stand, joining up with groups that fight against things, that’s the
reaching out…relationships with people. Building community—look for people like
them who share these ideas that society needs to change and that there’s something
that we can do about it. With this cycle of liberation, this is a person who believes that
something can be done and that they play a major role in it.
Calvin’s explanation of the cycle of liberation demonstrates the process and behavior of a
person as he or she becomes a social activist and describes the possibilities for those who feel
inspired to get involved.
Daniel includes the politics of race, class, gender, religion, and other identities in order
to engage students in understanding the American political system. One of the course
outcomes is to “evaluate and analyze the similarities and differences among civil rights
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movements in the United States.” Students have the opportunity to learn more about the many
struggles for civil rights affecting diverse groups. Daniel describes the assignment:
Towards the end of the semester, you will have the opportunity to research and present
on a topic of your choosing related to civil rights. This could be a historical inequality
or a current inequality. Most students really love this chance to be the “boss” and
study a topic interesting to them. Topics during previous semesters have ranged from
gender and race discrimination to ageism and equalizing fathers’ rights in divorces.
To illustrate the intricate relationships between laws and freedoms, Daniel provides
background on many controversial cases, such as the Nazis wanting to exercise their freedom
to march in the predominately Jewish community of Skokie, religious groups practicing
rituals with poisonous snakes in West Virginia, Native American groups using narcotics for
religious ceremonies, and Hobby Lobby wanting their benefits coverage for birth control to
reflect their religious beliefs. The discourse of civil rights engenders notions of social
advocacy and activism to create and sustain just laws to protect rights and maintain the
delicate balance that preserves freedom.
Esther coveys the conviction that all of humanity must be part of the literary canon.
She doesn’t include multicultural literature in her classes because to her all literature is
multicultural; she says that teachers just have to choose a variety of texts. She laments that the
binary construction of identity, defining people by what they are not, is dehumanizing. She
explains that in stories like the modern version of Dracula, there is the outcast, the monster,
the foreigner, the unknown, and, by the end of the novel, people begin to wonder who the real
monster is.
There is a binaristic construction of identity. In all these binary zones, identity is
defined by that which we are not. What we are is usually unknown. Identity
production is created by the unknown, which can be vilified and dehumanized because
it is not you. When we collapse these identity boundaries, we see the reflection of the
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self in others. This is the most unsettling idea in our culture that there is humanity in
the people we consider as other…people who have been historically dehumanized,
such as being chattel property or three-fifths human, that mentality has been passed
down and is institutionally supported. How many of them are in prison, cages? Is that
really about rehabilitation? It’s about fatherless children, miseducation of the Black
child, we teach them a history that is not true. If you are already seeing them as not
integral to society and not important and can hold their identity in contrast,…they can
just be left over there doing what they do,…not seen as deserving of education or
school. If you don’t think it matters that a pregnant woman, a grandma, and an 11month-old were shot, or that there were 53 shootings in Chicago in one month…over
nothing?…It comes from the theory of limited good. I have more and I don’t want to
experience lack, so I deny people who are not valuable and don’t deserve it because
they do bad things—look what that community does to themselves!
Esther explains that in order to free students from the manacles of an oppressive educational
system, we must free society from this notion of defining and marginalizing the “other” out of
notions of fear and scarcity of resources. As socializing institutions, schools are the ideal
place to start making students more aware of the problems of “us v. them” thinking.
The Dreamkeeper faculty demonstrate awareness and skill that allow them to plan for
and respond to diverse students’ needs as they arise. This ability to interact with students with
an authenticity that “keeps it real” when it comes to their own identities as well as the
backgrounds and needs of their students embodies responsiveness. Table 5 illustrates some of
the various ways that the Dreamkeepers embody cultural responsiveness in their teaching.
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Table 5
Cultural Responsiveness in Teaching
Annemarie
Invites personal
connections
throughout class
discussions

Bob
Shows
humanity and
relatability

Calvin
Models respect
for individual
identity and
selfidentification

Daniel
Tells students
he wants them
to interpret for
themselves

Esther
Reminds
students
they are
essential to
learning

Comprehensive

Promotes broad
understanding
and
metacognitive
awareness

Uses
conversation
starters to
spark
intellectual
discourse

Provides
explicit
instructions on
appropriate
communication
skills

Instructs
students on
how to
exercise their
legal rights

Develops
awareness
of active
listening
skills

Multidimensional

Emphasizes
collaboration
and
interdependence
through team
work
Selects social
justice texts
representing
diverse cultures
and perspectives

Builds on
students’
strengths
through
conferencing to
address
behavior
Provides
simulation
practice for
confrontation
strategies

Creates a
closer space
for enhanced
sharing and
accountability

Empowering

Uses
syllabus as
a class
contract
promoting
clarity and
trust
Asks
students to
evaluate
and take
ownership
of choices

Transformative

Provides
material
challenging
mainstream
ideas about
immigration and
American
history

Differentiates
instruction
with
additional
drafts for
students as
needed
Develops
critical media
literacy by
debunking
myths created
and
perpetuated
by the media
Builds
awareness of
socially
constructed
ideas and
behaviors

Develops an
understanding
of how cultural
capital affects
access to
resources,
power, and
privilege

Provides the
knowledge
and skills for
political
awareness and
engagement

Emancipating

Presents
counternarratives
showing barriers
to access of
American
Dream

Promotes
independent
thinking in all
areas of life

Develops
students into
informed
advocates and
skilled allies

Includes
politics of
race, class,
religion etc.,
for broader
understanding
of civil rights

Validating

Shares stories
of
marginalized
communities
mobilizing to
fight injustice

Promotes
selfawareness
and
spirituality
as essential
parts of
education
process
Conveys
that all of
humanity
must be
part of the
canon

CHAPTER 6
ARE YOU DOWN? DEVELOPMENT OF CULTURALLY RELEVANT AND
RESPONSIVE DISPOSITIONS

This chapter responds to the second research question: “What role do instructors’
personal and professional backgrounds play in their approaches to teaching African American
students?” Faculty members’ personal and professional backgrounds have made them the
culturally relevant and responsive educators they are today. All of these faculty members have
lived and worked in diverse environments where they have been the racial or ethnic minority
as well as the majority, allowing them to develop a level of comfort with their identities and
relationships with those of other backgrounds. Each Dreamkeeper shared stories in which they
experienced marginalization based on some aspect of their identity, which has led to them
having greater empathy for students struggling against structural inequalities. The
Dreamkeepers could also name one or more significant, eye-opening experiences that
transformed their thinking about teaching and about race and cultural relations. It was also
notable that the Dreamkeepers have been engaged in social justice issues in their lives and pay
attention to social justice issues as related to current events, which keeps them aware of the
context of their work and informs their teaching. All of these characteristics have contributed
to the development of the culturally relevant and responsive dispositions of the Dreamkeeper
faculty. Figure 3 shows the common elements among the faculty participants attributed to
developing culturally relevant and responsive dispositions.
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Figure 3. Development of culturally relevant and responsive dispositions.

Immersion in Diverse Environments

All Dreamkeepers have lived and worked in racially, ethnically, and
socioeconomically diverse settings. This immersion in a diverse environment allows them to
better understand and feel comfortable in situations when they are with people of different
backgrounds than themselves as a minority or as part of the majority group. Interacting in
mixed settings also allows for greater understanding of the commonalities between groups,
diminishing the emphasis on difference. Living and working in diverse environments also
exposes individuals to multiple perspectives on social issues related to race and culture.
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In addition to teaching at private schools in Chicago that were diverse, Annemarie
taught in predominately Black public high schools as well as on college campuses in the city
where she experienced being the minority. Annemarie found herself teaching students who
came from the racially and socioeconomically segregated school system of Chicago and who
needed a great deal of support in academic reading and writing upon entry to college.
I got into the public school system and…then I taught at [a university in Chicago] at
CICS [Center for Inner-City Studies], which was their African American campus,
basically, and I taught on their Hispanic campus on Belmont and Pulaski….The CICS
was near the Ida B. Wells Housing project and I was the only White person on
campus.
She was eager and open to learning from her experiences working with diverse students,
faculty, and administrators about teaching students with a variety of needs.
One African American principal…used to say to the faculty, “You need to say hello to
your students every single day because you may be the only one who says good
morning to them.” That I will never forget,…you never know what the home
backgrounds are.
She worked closely with the staff in order to serve as an ally to students and access their
expertise in working with students of color.
I believe in being proactive.…If I have a problem with a student, it’s not so much an
academic problem, but I know there’s something wrong that doesn’t feel right….I go
to the counselors because the counselors are usually good,…they can check records
and have or try to have a meeting with a student….What more do you want from
somebody….I’m mostly saying I see a problem, do you see a problem? There were
two African American counselors and a Latino male counselor that worked with
faculty. Sometimes those were beginning of the year workshops, sometimes those
were midyear workshops…or one-on-one.
Annemarie has been in the trenches working with the most under-resourced students in the
Chicagoland area all of her teaching career. She has a deep understanding of the struggles of
students of color in a system that offers limited opportunity. At the same time, she has
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experienced the commonalities and humanity of people from all backgrounds and can see that
we are more alike in our needs and desires than different.
In addition to challenging the misrepresentations of history and the oppressive
structures in place though her curricular choices, Annemarie further develops her students’
sociopolitical consciousness by pointing out the ironies of the day such as Camden stadium,
which is typically filled with spectators enjoying America’s pastime of baseball, with empty
seats during a game due to safety concerns relating to the riots in Baltimore (Li, 2015). The
riots over police brutality took place after Freddy Gray was arrested and later died from his
injuries. Annemarie talked about the multiple perspectives within the African American
community, citing Toya Graham who made the news when she ripped her son from the
Baltimore riots in front of the cameras. Annemarie is not only well versed in the nation’s
ongoing dilemmas, she relays them to her students and colleagues so that others can develop a
critical awareness of current events.
Bob had an immersion experience when he began attending a magnet school in the
predominately Black area of Tulsa. His reflections on that experience reveal the many ways in
which attending a school with a predominately Black student body and diverse staff
influenced him over time. Some of that influence was instant, whereas some wouldn’t occur
until much later when he started studying sociology.
I grew up in Tulsa, Oklahoma. Not born there, but, basically, from a very early age,
that’s where I lived. Elementary school was rather average, I suspect. But, for my
middle school and high school, I ended up going to a magnet school on the north side
of Tulsa, which is the historically Black area of the city. As magnet schools,…you had
to apply. They cultivated sort of a sense of uniqueness and, sort of, you’re special; if
you are here, it’s because you are somewhat better than average. Looking at my
academic performance in middle school and high school, I’m not quite sure I buy that
because I wasn’t a very good student. But, I was, I think, in an environment where I
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was being exposed to things that would, later on, sort of inform my thinking. So,
beneficial, but at the time I really didn’t recognize it as such. Tulsa is a city with a
really problematic history of race relations. There was a really bad riot there in 1921 in
which the entire north side of the city essentially was burned to the ground…the 1921
Tulsa Race Riots…but, having a really diverse set of experiences in middle school and
high school, I think, really got me to sort of start looking at and seeing things around
me differently, very differently, than had I just gone to the overwhelmingly White
school that was my district school….The high school was about 60% Black and the
remainder was maybe a 3:1 ratio of White to Latino. We had some very, very affluent
people there—most people were probably middle class or lower middle class….It’s a
big city, about 375,000 people. The whole state of Oklahoma is very parochial, they
tend to be very black and white in their thinking,…sort of White, working class, high
degree of racial segregation, not a place where you find a lot of progressive attitudes.
Bob describes the history of Tulsa in terms of race, class, and politics to examine how his
early influences shaped and reshaped him as he continued to study sociology.
In the late 1800s and early 1900s, it [Tulsa] was a place of labor progressiveness. The
Dust Bowl and sort of the working class sentiments that came out of that—Steinbeck
was inspired to write Of Mice and Men, East of Eden and all of that, The Grapes of
Wrath. I like to say to my students, it’s the only place in the United States where, in
2009 when he left office, George Bush still had a better than 50% approval rating.
Even Texas, less than half of the population thought favorably of him, but Oklahoma
is an evangelical, conservative, reactionary republican right wing state….It’s really
weird, I don’t think I saw them at the time. In 1984, my first year in college, I voted
for Ronald Reagan. I was a conservative. I was pro-life; it was what I was brought up
with, right? Working class, Philadelphia parents, you know, who just saw the world in
those black and white terms. To their credit, they encouraged me to go to this school,
and I don’t think it was because they wanted to open my eyes to racial difference, but
that’s what happened, so Kudos to them….But some of the things that I saw were the
differential treatment of people. There were cliques, like in any high school;…many of
them were organized around racial clustering but some of them were also social
interests, but looking back I can see the ways in which those reflected class
dynamics;…looking back on it, it’s really obvious.
Although his parents’ purpose of sending Bob to the middle school in the Black section of
Tulsa was not to experience racial diversity, that turned out to be one of the most enriching
parts of his experience. He explains the value of having African American teachers and
administrators:
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There was a really good mix of Black and White. That, I think, was really important as
well because to see knowledgeable, credentialed, respected faculty of color helped to
sort of undermine this implicit idea that the people in charge will be White and that the
people below them will be non-White. In the time that I was at Washington, that’s the
high school, we had a Black principal and a White principal, and my principal at the
middle school was Black.
Bob also shares the importance of having cross-cultural relationships with one’s peers.
One of the places I spent a ton of time was in the band, both in high school and middle
school, and it was the same teacher…and the band was racially mixed, and we would
take trips together, and we would hang out together, and there was a lot of ribbing at
the time along racial lines, but I never, you know, it was like I learned to play the
dozens, you know, when I was in high school and I never really thought about it as
kind of racial thing, just kind of, you know, I’m going to insult your mother and you
are going to insult my mother until we can’t think of something, and then somebody
wins….We were equals, we were peers. And I think there’s a lot, the literature,
looking back on it now, right, when I teach race, we talk about the way in which
increased contact diminishes racial prejudice, but the contact has to be between people
who are perceptually equals; you can’t see this other person as a token or a symbolic
hire because if you are creating a hierarchy, then you are just reproducing social
relationships, and nothing really changes.
Not only did Bob develop comfort and awareness through his experiences with African
American peers and staff members, he also came to understand the aspects of the environment
and structures that are most effective in reducing prejudices.
Calvin grew up on the south side of Chicago in West Pullman, which has a story that
speaks volumes to the history of how African Americans were treated in Chicago and
throughout the country as well as their current status today. According to the Chicago
Historical Society (Reiff, 2005), West Pullman is an area that encompasses the original town
of Pullman, known for the Pullman train car factory and the porter’s strike in the late 1800s.
Ethnic succession has changed the area from being mostly European immigrants to
predominately African American since jobs were opened up to African Americans by a
federal mandate during World War II and housing was opened up with a new housing
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development in the 1960s (Reiff, 2005). The area was victimized by predatory lenders in the
1970s and affected by industrial and professional job loss in the 1980s and 1990s (Reiff,
2005). Lead from paint factories and additional contaminants left behind by other factories
have left the area in need of resources for clean-up and re-use (Reiff, 2005). As documented
by the Chicago Tribune in “As school shuts, kids worry about what’s next” (Ahmed-Ullah,
2013), the neighborhood was affected by the massive school closings in Chicago, with West
Pullman being one of 49 schools shut down in 2013. A student lamented that the loss of his
neighborhood school was like separating a family (Ahmed-Ullah, 2013). Separating students
from classmates and staff they had built relationships with, and doing so for financial reasons,
is eerily reminiscent of separation of families in the times of Black slavery in America. Calvin
lived in West Pullman as a child, but his parents sent him to Catholic schools where they felt
he would have a better educational environment. According to an article posted on the
Chicago Teachers’ Union website (Hagedorn, 2015), tensions related to neighborhood gang
violence affect children, meaning that students do not feel safe in and around their own
community schools. For many parents, that would be enough to merit the cost of attendance at
a private school if it were a financial possibility. Calvin was among the racial majority in his
classes from kindergarten through eighth grade, as the student body was predominately Black.
However, he also spent a year at the predominately White high school, which was all male at
the time, where he experienced microaggressions and well as overt harassment.
I went to [the predominately White high school] for one year. My freshman year,
1989. It was all boys,…it sucked. Most of them were White boys, and I’m pretty
Black. And they weren’t necessarily the friendliest guys….I didn’t want to go
[there],…I went because they told me to. I can smell that school in my mind right
now. I can smell what it smelled like, and I couldn’t stand it….I think the thing about
[that school] was that it was White and only male, and it’s still a developmental time,
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so the maturity that a lot of people operate with around then at that level just
wasn’t,…they were trying to prove themselves, you got nothin’ but guys around, you
gotta be extra tough and macho, and I was bigger than most of them anyway, most of
the freshmen, so I didn’t feel like I had to prove myself. There was some racism going
around. I was an athlete, so I was a pretty good basketball player. The first game I
played in, I must have had 20-25 points…and I didn’t know they were going to
announce that. But, with that comes this notoriety and now people are, they try to
prove themselves on you sometimes, because you are the top dog and I can beat him,
I’m the best, and then they stopped passing me the ball because they wanted to get
their name called. It was easy for me to score, but if people weren’t passing me the
ball because they wanted to be the man, it was just not, not pleasant…so, you’re
shootin’ the ball over there, and we’re losing. And he [the coach] was young and
trying to find his way himself, and he wanted to be liked, so whatever. I just dealt with
it. It wasn’t all demographics, it was development, it was masculinity, racism,
Catholicism, all of that. You got the brothers from the coaches down riding the bus
with us cracking the dirtiest jokes,...drinking as soon as they get back, yeah, I’m going
to crack some beers….This [is] how it goes? I thought, this just doesn’t make sense to
me.
After that year, Calvin attended a high school in a south suburb, where there were more Black
students than White, and there were male and female students. Although he was much more
comfortable at the public, coed high school where the majority of the students were African
American, his experiences in schools with varying demographics in high school and later in
college provided him with finesse in working with students and staff from a variety of
backgrounds.
Daniel has lived in several regions of the country and has also traveled abroad and
served as an ambassador to Africa. The variety of geographic locations he has lived in,
studied in, and worked in has provided him with much deeper awareness of social and
political dynamics among groups in this country and abroad.
I started in death penalty appeal,…that was my first job….So I went from law, to
medicine, I then worked at the center on aging, and then I went back and got my
graduate degree and have been working here….Would I have been as good of a
teacher had I not gone through all these crazy careers and going off to Africa? I
probably wouldn’t be….I was with the Rotary….I got a scholarship to learn French
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and Wolof and then translate there for Rotary projects….Wolof is a major language in
Senegal….It went beyond that because once I learned it, I was to act as essentially an
ambassador between Chicago and all of the chapters I met there. I met chapters in five
different countries and really engaged in a dialogue that was pretty good. I even sat in
on university classes in Mali and was told that the White person is the devil by a
professor there, and then she looked at me, and this big frown showed up on her face,
and then she stopped her talking and continued on with her regular conversation. So,
in a sense, I was the “other” there, and having me in that classroom changes exactly
what she was talking about. It was very apparent in talking with my friends who I had
gone to the class with who said, “Oh yeah, she is usually virulently anti-White because
she associates it with the West. But, seeing you in there with a Rotary t-shirt on, she
couldn’t just lump you in with that, so she had to calm down her dialogue there and
just say “imperialism is bad, this and this.’” But you know, Rotary is well-known
there; it is known as a force for good. We helped with anti-polio there, and we still do
there. So, maybe it wasn’t the color of my skin, it was my t-shirt. I don’t know.
Daniel has come to teaching with a broad variety of experiences serving diverse populations
in the U.S. and abroad. As he said, he would not be the teacher he is today without the time he
spent working with people of from differing backgrounds in vastly different settings.
Esther became familiar with lives very different than her own just by observing and
interacting with people living in her neighborhood.
I grew up on the south side of Chicago on 78th and Wood. I went to [a] Christian
elementary school; it was uniquely a 100% African American grammar school….It
was run by the church there. It was traditional kind of like wearing uniforms,…100%
African American teachers, everything, principal, everybody—really rare in that
sense. And, that is where I learned work ethic. I remember starting, by second or by
third grade, I had homework in every subject every night. So, I took books home every
single day because I had homework to do.
During her elementary school years, Esther was exposed to a culture very different from her
own that pervades many neighborhoods on the south side, which included poverty, drugs, and
violence. Esther had a front row seat to gang activity living at 81st and Wood, which is in the
Auburn Gresham neighborhood and now well known for the gang wars that took the life of
Tyshawn Lee, a nine-year-old boy who was lured into an alley and killed by a gang member
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as part of a feud between the Killa Ward of the Gangster Disciples and Terror Dome of the
Black P Stones (Sweeney & Gorner, 2015). The neighborhood had changed since her parents
bought the building after coming to Chicago from Georgia and Texas for a better life.
I knew what my neighborhood was like, but my parents did a pretty good job of
keeping me out of it. There were gangbangers on my block; they would be selling
drugs and stuff like that. My parents were the first Black people to move into the
neighborhood and buy the building we lived in. They had a cross burned on their lawn.
And they said, “Do whatever you’re gonna do, we’re not leaving.” And they stayed.
And so all the tough gang bangers were the neighborhood children…and so they had a
respect for my parents. They wouldn’t sell drugs in front of their house; they would
make sure that they were respectful in that sense….Some of them got shot and got
arrested, but a lot of it was out of the line of us because they respected my parents….I
remember being driven home from school, I was in the back seat, maybe around 2:30,
and seeing a man getting stabbed in broad daylight, right on the corner. And then, one
time when we turned the corner to go up the alleyway to the garage,…there were like
50 gang members and they blocked off the alleyway with garbage cans and they were
having a meeting, a gang meeting. And my mother said, “Oh, no,” and she got out of
the car. A car had tried to get through ahead of her, and they waved them away, and
my mom pulled up and she said, “Excuse me, I need to get to my garage, and you guys
are in my way.” They moved the garbage cans and said, “Excuse me, I’m sorry Mrs.
Rogers.”
Esther was able to see that, even though so many of the young people in her community were
involved in gangs, they were still her neighbors’ children and still showed respect to her
parents. Her mother treated them like the young boys they were, and they treated her with the
respect a true community member deserves. Esther’s family moved out to 81st and Lawndale
in Ashburn when she was in eighth grade, but they still own that building. When Esther
matriculated to high school, she continued to experience people from different backgrounds,
but found the transition seamless.
I went to [a] college prep high school. My father worked for Chicago Public Schools
for 31 years, and I was never allowed to attend….It was the complete opposite,
African Americans were the minority and there was a lot of Irish Catholic. But, it
wasn’t necessarily a culture shock for me because I had people of other ethnic
backgrounds and exposure through travel and being with family; it never really made
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any difference for me in how I interacted with people.
Esther excelled at every school she attended and eventually chose a university in New
Orleans, even though it was a tough decision considering she was accepted everywhere she
applied. Now, she would experience life at a historically Black college or university (HBCU)
where she would meet many young, Black scholars from all over the world, others who had
succeeded in a “system that was not designed for them to succeed.”

Identification with Marginalization

Each of the Dreamkeeper faculty have experienced marginalization and/or have been a
close ally to those experiencing it. This exposure to oppressive forces includes racial, ethnic,
religious, gender, class, and other forms of discrimination. Experiencing marginalization in
any form helps the individual to identify with the struggle and develop empathy for others
when they are disadvantaged by cultural hegemony. This suffering, or closeness to suffering,
also inspires a need for social justice and equity that causes one to become an advocate or
even an activist.
As a child, Annemarie witnessed the hardships of families struggling with poverty and
addiction. Although her family struggled in the early years when her dad worked on a nearby
farm, her family never went without. Everyone who could work pitched in.
My grandfather lost the sight of one eye when he was 13, and he lost the sight of the
other eye at 49, and they were poor. And the mortgage was paid by the children. My
grandmother baked for the poor; they shared what they had….And everything was
shared; that’s just the way it was,…baking for the church, baking for whoever was
sick, taking care of the sick, people could stay at their home, and they had nothing.
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Annemarie also knew hard work first hand while she was growing up, “We all worked….My
siblings and I all had strong work ethics….I worked waiting on tables; that was primarily
what I did. Working in kitchens, waiting on tables…Marshall Fields…retail.” Even when her
family was struggling themselves, clothing and feeding those lacking in resources was a
family priority.
My mom worked in the school cafeteria, and then when things were left over after
lunch time, pans of food, she and my dad would take it to households where they had
identified students…who were in need of food. She organized, with the principal, a
breakfast program before that was the thing to do because kids came to school dirty
and without food. So, I saw all that kind of thing going on…She and her friend would
gather clothes and take them down to Holy Angels and everything had to be neat,
clean, and perfect….It’s modeling, if nothing else, that’s what I would do for my own
kids….Dads who went to the racetrack instead of supporting their families, those
people got food.
Annemarie’s extended family and friends worked hard and shared their resources with the less
fortunate with dignity and without judgment. Throughout her career, she continued to work
multiple jobs in order to support her family and fund her children’s educational expenses. “I
taught a full day at [the high school] and then taught in the evening…then…I waited tables
and cleaned offices…I don’t have those pennies stored up.” As a hard-working woman,
Annemarie can appreciate the struggles of students who are working hard in one or more jobs
and attending college.
From an early age, Annemarie learned about unequal access to resources, including
power. As an adult, it has been difficult for her to tolerate gender hegemony in her faith
community. She is a loyal member of her congregation, but she will speak her mind to the
church leaders when she disagrees with their ideas or the policies of the Catholic church. She
explains, “I’m sick of the institutional church….I’m not sick of my parish, 51% of the
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population all White, mostly old men—controlling. I really can’t take that, I really cannot take
that.” She goes on to express frustration in the slow progress the church is making:
Women are educated today; this isn’t the 50s anymore. Women forge on by
themselves…and they just don’t take it anymore….The fuss about families not
coming…I think to myself, “yeah, old White men, who needs it...why would they
listen?” You know the issues with gay marriages, 20 years from now we are going to
look back on that and say what were you fussing about?…Men ruled,…whatever
Father said ruled, whatever the Bishop said went,…who’s at the top? White men, and
they are not moving….You watch these young priests who come out,…they are
raising a generation of priests who are conservative….They are going back to
Trent,…to Medieval times…with the peasants at the bottom.
Annemarie has experienced marginalization, both personally as a woman in a male dominated
faith community and as a close ally to students of color. Both types of experience have given
her deep understanding and empathy for those who suffer oppression as well as a desire to
challenge the status quo in her personal life and in her teaching.
Bob conducted his doctoral research on the homeless, and became intimately aware of
the marginalization of people with the least access to resources and power.
My areas of concentration in graduate school for my qualifying exams were…
international comparative sociology and the other [exam] was race, ethnicity, and
gender. My dissertation was on homelessness and the way in which the behaviors of
homeless people are sort of structured by these external forces, the biases of others,
the physical nature of urban space, and the kinds of policies that are in place to help
them or hinder them. It was basically a case study of behavioral adaptation.
He also discussed how his experiences of researching the homeless community helped him
learn how to communicate with individuals who have significantly different backgrounds and
experiences than he or the people he had mostly worked with.
When I was working on my dissertation,…learning how to get access, in the first
place, to a population of marginalized individuals, I think, requires the development or
cultivation of certain skills, learning how to meet somebody at their level…to describe
your research, so that the person you are interviewing or observing or in some other
way interacting with has some sense of what you are trying to do….You’ve got to
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come up with an English language version of that so the people know what you are
talking about….Being forced to do that for about six years reinforces the notion of
taking something that is clear to you, because you are a practitioner in a particular
field, and making it accessible and legible to an audience who doesn’t have the same
set of experiences.
Bob’s work with the homeless population continues with his own projects as well as with
student research in the U.S. and abroad, thus allowing students an opportunity to learn to
understand and communicate with a population with substantially different experiences than
themselves.
As an African American male, Calvin has experienced marginalization in overt and
subtle ways throughout his life. He recalls an experience during his first year of high school
that was particularly disturbing.
I remember my freshman year. I was pretty tall…by the time my thirteenth birthday
came, I was already 6’1”. I was 6’1” at 12, basically, but I was still slim....So back
then I was probably about…165 maybe. And I’m at a football game and I had this flat
top hair thing going on and some guy just like rubs his hand in my hair. So I’m like,
“What are you doing man?” And he’s like, well, “What is this?” “It’s my hair man.
Leave me alone. What’s the matter with you?” And he said, “Fuckin’ nigger.” And,
I’m at a football game watching my brother play. I’m in the front of the football
stadium at the high school. I’m in the front row, so I looked back. And I’m looking
back at the whole stadium. When I turned around and looked at him, I’m looking at a
whole sea of White boys basically. And, you know, the way he says it, he says it loud,
strong, and with the idea that this is ok for me to say that kind of thing and nobody’s
going to challenge it, and I turned around and looked at him like, “What do I do with
this?” You know what I’m sayin? So, this guy rubbed my hair and called me nigger,
fuckin nigger, and I just looked like, what am I gonna do, I’ll just walk away, leave.
And I go, like I’m pretty depressed because I never had someone say that with that
kind of anger and mean it like that. You know, Black kids will say, “Nigga please,”
and they do that all the time, but it’s never that. I wasn’t depressed, but it was just like,
“That’s why I didn’t want to go to this school to begin with” kinda thing, so it wasn’t
anything different. But, there was this kid named Frank Edwards, he was a basketball
player, 6’6” 220 pounds, just a baller. Everything about this dude was, you know, I
looked up to that guy. And when he saw me, you know, “What’s up, freshie?” But he
would chat with me and talk, so I bumped into him after that had happened, and I
don’t think I even told too many people, I may not have even told my brother, you
know, I just kind of took that inside and that’s what it is and that’s what I expect
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anyway, not “Let’s process this and let me go home and cry about it.” It was just,
whatever, that’s life. So, after talking with him, it was kinda like, you know it was a
guy I kinda admired—I admired a lot, still did carry that, and then there was this bad
side, and I was like, god, you know. I was kinda glad I could bump into him because it
was kinda like the lift up after the low and that helped. It helped to keep going and
keep positive. Cause like I said, he was a good basketball player, he was smart, went
to the University of Notre Dame on a scholarship that next year; he was a senior, I was
a freshman, and you know had good discipline, was a good guy. So, I think it helped
me to not stereotype everybody…because I think you could easily and quickly kinda
develop this poor view.
Through these experiences, Calvin seemed to be developing a sense of how important it was
to have somebody lend emotional support, even when they are unaware of how badly you
might need it. He describes his disappointment when others sat by and allowed harassment to
go unchecked.
And in the cafeteria … this guy threw a sandwich at me, and one of the brothers,
again, was standing in there and was supposed to be the disciplinarian, he saw the guy
throw the sandwich and he just stood there like she didn’t see it, so I got up and threw
the sandwich back at the guy, and this guy still standing there and not doing anything.
It’s like, man, what are you here for? You guys don’t serve a purpose if you just going
to be here and not do anything and not respond.
Calvin was shocked that the man who was supposed to be monitoring the cafeteria did
nothing to address the harassment he experienced, which may have led to his passion for
teaching students how to confront mistreatment and serve as an ally.
As one of the few Jewish students in his school in suburban Dallas, Daniel took a lot
of flak from his predominately Christian classmates. According to the Institute of Southern
Jewish Life, there are many strong Jewish communities in the Dallas area, and Jews played a
key role in the establishment of the city and were well regarded as having championed social
and racial justice, fighting the Ku Klux Klan, advocating for peaceful school integration, and
taking leadership in opening free, public preschools and kindergartens for residents in local

200
housing projects (Goldring-Woldenberg Institute of Southern Jewish Life, 2014). Despite
their strong history in Dallas, the Texas State Historical Association states Jews still make up
a relatively small percentage of the general population as compared to Christians, ranking first
in the nation for the number of Evangelical Protestants, which are the largest religious group
in Texas after Catholics and Southern Baptists (Plocheck, 2003). From his experiences of
anti-Semitism, Daniel learned that many people were not open-minded about difference.
When I was about three, we moved to Dallas, and I spent the majority of my
childhood in Dallas. Excuse me, I should say a suburb of Dallas—middle class, fairly
diverse as suburbs go, but not extremely so,…was one of two, maybe three—there
was one guy who was nominally Jewish—three Jewish people in my school. And, you
know, I was open about my religion. It mostly came up on high holidays, things like
that when I missed a day, and kids would be like, “You missed,” and I said, “Oh, you
know, a religious holiday.” There was no time off for that. We could get it off. We
would go to the principal,…I never had a problem institutionally, but when I’d tell my
fellow students who I knew fairly well that I was Jewish, that was a mixed bag. I, for
example, my Bar Mitzvah—very few of the students were allowed to come. Parents
would say, “Oh no, no you can’t go to that.” The kids would be happy about it, and
then they would go talk to their parents, and they wouldn’t come. And there were a
few that were very much like, “You need to change your religion; you’re going to
hell.” At the time I was really mad, but even then I felt like they were just being
brainwashed, that they wouldn’t provide any evidence. I’d be like, “Why should I
change my religion,” and they’d be like, “Oh, because you are going to hell,”…they
would just be little parrots and never once did they give a good explanation as to why I
should change my religion.
These early challenges to his faith and cultural background seemed to inspire in Daniel a lifelong interest in deep, intellectual engagement and discourse both as an individual and as a
facilitator of learning. He also experienced marginalization that would allow him to
understand and empathize with marginalization of other groups and oppression in other forms.
As a Black female, Esther’s challenge growing up was actually being too successful.
Even her own family gave her a hard time about her achievements.
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The challenge was being too successful—first through eighth grade, honor roll—never
missed it. I had the highest GPA in my class every single year; over time, people start
to take notice….I became the goody, goody girl—someone in my family called me
“the White girl” because I was the only one born in the North and educated. Just the
idea that in a cultural situation, in a political, sociocultural climate where, in every
which way, shape, and form, Blacks/African American is associated with depravity,
and everything is not right when you become an aberration. Then you become the one
who succeeds in a system that was not designed for you to be successful. There are
two general responses: it’s either shock and awe and being generally proud, or the
oddity—what is so weird about you? How were you able to do this? And not
necessarily in a good way… .There is a certain interaction that made me feel guilty for
achieving….So they are weary and confused and are wondering, what’s it going to
take for her to finally mess up?
Being treated with distance and skepticism, even within her own family and cultural group,
allowed Esther an additional layer of appreciation for those who are marginalized for some
aspect of who they are.

Transformative Experiences

The Dreamkeepers each shared transformative experiences that have influenced them
and their work in substantial ways. A transformative experience can be a jarring event or
situation that causes one to think differently. This unsettling occurrence can be a first-hand
experience, witnessing the situation, or even learning about the situation through sharing
stories with others directly or indirectly. The transformation occurs when individuals are
deeply influenced by the situation, and the experience has altered their mindset for good.
One of the most frightening experiences of Annemarie’s life was trying to whisk her
students off to safety as a young teacher in Chicago on the day of Martin Luther King, Jr.’s,
assassination.
I was [at a] school on Irving Park and Elston in the city, and we had a block of kids
who came from Cabrini Green, and those students, well, I will never forget the day
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that Martin Luther King was killed because we had to get the youngsters on—they
came on the El—so we had to get them on the El to get home so that they wouldn’t be
harmed. So, I remember; those are things that have really colored my background….
The school dismissed the students,…they needed to be safe because there was rioting
going on downtown; they needed to get home to be with their families. It was
absolutely terrible. Storefronts broken into and fires set,…it had been compounded
here, Robert Kennedy killed in the kitchen of a hotel and he was definitely a social
justice activist, so it was just a bad time and one thing happened after another.
Witnessing the fear and threat of violence to her students is a horrific memory that only
served to bolster Annemarie’s commitment to social justice.
Bob’s transformative experience took place when he realized that there was a whole
discipline devoted to what he had so keenly observed throughout his life.
I went to [a university in] Oklahoma for my undergraduate degree and initially wanted
to be an architect. I have no idea why, looking back. I just kinda liked buildings, and I
was a good draftsman. Didn’t do well….I failed out my first year of school. I went to a
community college back in my hometown—they were still calling them junior
colleges. So, I went to [the] junior college and I took a whole bunch of different
classes. And, one of the classes I took was a sociology class with a guy named Grant
Faber, and it was amazing, right? I think there are two kinds of people who become
sociologists—there are people who take a soc course and they are fascinated by what
they see and what they’re exposed to, and there’s another group; I think I’m in the
second group—you take the class and you’re like, there’s a word for that? I’ve been
seeing that my whole life; I just didn’t know it was a thing. And, so, it opens you up to
a new way of looking at what you’ve already seen and had been previously sort of
taking for granted. And that was what Faber’s class did. I mean it just, he, it sounds
trite to say it, but he changed my life. So, I decided then that I wanted to be a
sociologist. When my three year hiatus from [the university in] Oklahoma was over,
because they kicked me out for three years, when my three-year period was up,
because, you know, I failed all my classes, so they said you need to go away for a
while before you come back and try again. And, it actually really helped. It gave me
time to find what I wanted to do. So, I came back to Oklahoma and said I want to be a
sociology major, and the advisor in the soc department said, “Yeah, you got a .09
grade point average here. You’re a crap student,…I don’t think so.” And, so I
basically made a deal with the advisor. They would admit me as a soc major, but I had
to earn no less than a B in any soc class, and I could not have lower than a C average
in my courses overall. They said that the minute you drop below that, we’re not going
to give you the ability to consider yourself a soc major, and because I loved it, and
because it was something I was really passionate about, I think I ended up getting two
B’s in sociology, but everything else was an A. And I got A’s and B’s and some C’s in
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all my other courses….Once I knew what I wanted to do, it was straight down that
narrow track. Sociology, at that point, was easier for me because I had had those
experiences in my teenage years in these really diverse populations in which I started
to kind of grasp the sociological insights that you can’t help but sort of discover, but
you might not recognize what they are at the time. So, sociology basically
retroactively made my adolescence a little bit more clear and gave it a little more
structure and I understood a lot more….And then I went to grad school,…I knew that I
wanted to be a teacher and a sociologist and it was just a question of finding the right
questions for my research. My areas of concentration for my qualifying exams,…one
was international comparative sociology and the other was race, ethnicity, and gender.
Bob talks about how discovering that there were terms and theories for what he had seen
throughout his experience as having changed his life. Now, he is able to continue to explore
those observations with hundreds of students a year and continuously change their lives.
Calvin had an unexpected experience that gave him insight on his strengths and what
he wanted to do in his life.
The first time I actually taught something was a Bible study at church. The pastor
didn’t show up, not pastor—guest speaker, this was at college…when I was an
undergrad. The first time I taught a class was in grad school, but the first time I taught
anything was when the guest pastor didn’t show up, and it was time for the pastor to
speak, and he wasn’t there. So, I picked up a Bible and I spoke about something in my
past that I had talked about before,…it was natural. It wasn’t like I was struggling
through it. It wasn’t like I had any notes; I just got up there and started talking. And I
probably did it for like an hour or like 30 minutes, an hour is a long time. I was just
speaking on stuff and making points and talking, you know, with no notes. That was
the first time that I had ever “taught” anything, and then, afterwards, I started leading a
Bible study, probably the next year. It was the first time I taught, the Bible study was.
Now, Calvin utilizes his strengths for guiding students on their paths towards awareness and
providing support along with way as a counselor, a teacher, a mentor, and a group advisor.
Daniel experienced school in a variety of settings and had some teachers of color who
were able to expose him to a more inclusive curriculum and some insiders’ perspectives.
Daniel’s favorite teacher, Mr. Valdez, exposed him to a broader world view.
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Mr. Valdez was one of my favorites in high school. He was social studies, and
definitely one of the most diverse in his curriculum. I still remember the project we
did on Eastern Africa, African History—that was a fun one. And I knew nothing about
East Africa until the project.
When the family moved to Stanford for a year, Daniel had a third grade teacher, Ms. Harris,
who was able to share her experiences as an African American woman, which made a strong
impression on Daniel. Once, when the topic of the South came up, she shared a story that
really stuck with him.
She said, “Oh, I made the mistake once of going and visiting some distant family in
the South. I’ll never make that mistake again, because when I went, I needed a
prescription for a medication, and I went to a pharmacy down there, and there was
segregation.” She walked through the front door, and the pharmacist said, “I will not
serve you.” And she said, “I need my medication.” And she said, “It’s the most
ridiculous thing.” Her distant family members had to grovel at the back door to get her
the medication she needed….She said she hadn’t been back to the South since.
Daniel learned about the segregation in the South in a way that was much more meaningful
than reading a textbook or watching a video. Listening to his respected teacher talk about it
first-hand made it much more powerful. It seemed that everywhere he attended school,
another transformative experience awaited him.
When Daniel moved to Colorado, his weight lifting partner was related to Carlotta
Walls of the Little Rock Nine, the group of nine African American youth to integrate Central
High in Little Rock, Arkansas in 1957 under the protection of the 101st Airborne (Little Rock
Nine Foundation, 2011). Ms. Walls came and spoke at his school, and he described it as an
“eye-opening experience…because it was such a different world.” He also pointed out that the
state subsequently closed Central High to avoid continued integration, and White and Black
students had to find private schools. Walls had to move to California and stay with a couple
who was active in the NAACP in order to finish her high school education (Little Rock Nine
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Foundation, 2011). Daniel learned “the utter terrorism” Walls experienced when her house
was firebombed, and her family was forced to leave the South like so many who were
harassed into leaving the area.
In high school, that lecture by the Little Rock Nine individual was probably pretty
much formative in that regard. My weightlifting partner was African American, but
we just lifted weights; we didn’t address social issues or anything like that. But then,
when his relative was speaking, and he mentioned it, I definitely saw more context to
it. He was obviously growing up in a society much more equal than previous
generations, but at the same time you can understand that it’s not perfectly equal
either.
Daniel seemed to have one transformative experience after another in the various locations he
lived and visited.
Daniel had another transformative experience much later where he saw the United
States through an outsider’s lens. Daniel was in France during Hurricane Katrina, and the
French were horrified at the U.S. for the treatment of African Americans as shown through
international media coverage.
I was in study abroad in France, and that was when Katrina happened. All the French
were so like, “How dare you treat African Americans this way?” because they saw the
pictures of them, you know, their homes were all flooded, they were at the
Superdome, and things like that. That was also telling.
Daniel came to understand that the overt discrimination that Americans somewhat accept as a
part of the social hierarchy is an outrage from an outside perspective. His experiences learning
about the world through the various teachers and experiences he had transformed his mindset.
Esther doesn’t talk about it or teach about it, but fleeing from Hurricane Katrina was
certainly a traumatic experience that has given her deep empathy for students who have
experienced great loss or drastic change their lives.
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My senior year [in New Orleans] was Hurricane Katrina. So, I completed my credits at
the University of Iowa that semester and transferred them back….I left the day before,
and went back one time that following summer….Hurricane Katrina hit on a Monday,
and by the following Tuesday I was at the University of Iowa enrolled in 16 credits,…
and I transferred them back to [get a degree]. At that time, I couldn’t go back to
commencement; I just couldn’t go. I wasn’t ready to go back. Then senator and now
President Obama was our commencement speaker….I suffered from PTSD when I left
the day before for a long time. The only things I took were a change of underwear and
my computer. I never saw my car again. They bagged up some stuff that was in my
room….When I went back down there after everything was, after that summer, it was
sitting there and had some stuff in storage that was unsalvageable—there’s no storage,
that’s the ground….From that experience, it was the first time for me that doing school
was difficult. I’ve been a straight-A student my whole life without much effort, but
now I had to deal with the emotional ramifications of seeing the place where I had
lived for three and a half years completely devastated, losing everything I had, and
coming to terms with those things, and dealing with the difficult dreams—I used to
have these dreams that I was locked in a Sterlite bin and floating to the bottom of the
ocean,…that I was locked in there and that it was see-through, and I was floating to
the bottom of the ocean, and there were sea creatures that I could imagine, and I could
see everything on my way down, and when I would get to the bottom, I would wake
up. I had that dream forever. I couldn’t ride in cars…for a long time, I would have to
ride with my hand on the door jam, it was escape…There was just so much
devastation,… people probably died in the places I would go,…literally became the
site of devastation….For the first time, I had to try; I had to struggle.
Having her life wiped out by Hurricane Katrina, Esther quickly found another place to attend
school, but she would have the difficulties of post-traumatic stress disorder to deal with,
which made focusing on school a challenge for the first time in her life. This experience
allowed her to empathize with students who have experienced major and minor traumas that
interfere with their learning.

Engagement in Social Justice Issues

Another common thread among Dreamkeepers is the ongoing attention to social
justice issues in one’s personal and professional life. Each of them referenced detailed
knowledge of events related to social justice issues of the past, and all show awareness of the
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current events and issues in the media. Some have additional opportunities to focus on these
issues as they have family members, friends, and/or colleagues who share deep interest in
staying tuned to news related to race and cultural relations. In addition, some are even more
keenly aware as they are personally involved in some current social issues or can learn from
the experiences of diverse students and/or family members who are intimately involved in the
issues.
Annemarie’s engagement in social justice began at an early age. Whereas the majority
of students educated in the United States experience a mainstream curriculum that supports
hegemonic structures, Annemarie was educated by progressive nuns.
We went to a Catholic school, and I had the same order of sisters from kindergarten
through my senior year of college, so, long time, and they were social advocates. So,
by the time I was in college, that was the 60s, everything was social justice. And, so, I
did the marches, and we did a lot of education that way….The sisters pushed it, and I
was heavily influenced by the sisters.
As a result of this early exposure to social justice issues, Annemarie has never looked at the
world through a mainstream lens. “I am so bent on the social justice thing because of my
background that I don’t see it any other way.” She still keeps up with the relevant issues, such
as the April 2015 protests related to the ongoing threat of violence to Black youth after the
death of Freddy Gray, who died from injuries after being taken into police custody.
This morning, just by way of social commentary, CNN ran an interview with Elijah
Cummings, you know Elijah Cummings the U.S. representative from Maryland, part
of his territory is Baltimore; he is 64 years old—was big time in this Baltimore thing
the last couple days. And he was the only government official out there last night
when they were worried about whether the curfew would hold. Anyway, I saw him
last night, and now this morning Chris Cuomo interviewed him, and at the end of the
interview he said. “What is it in your life that makes you so concerned? The mayor
wasn’t here, the police commissioner wasn’t here,…you were here.” And Elijah
Cummings said, “Well, I live four blocks from here, and my parents were Pentecostal
ministers. And they always said to me, ‘You’re going to go to school and you’re going
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to learn to minister…and you are going out on the streets and you are going to
minister.’…In explanation, Cummings said, “They wanted me to go to school, and
then they wanted me to be a doctor or lawyer or whatever, and they wanted me to help
people.” And, I thought, that is absolutely remarkable. Here’s a guy who walked with
Martin Luther King, Jr. in Selma. I remember him being seven years younger than I
am. And he was out on those bridges in Selma when they crossed the bridge together.
He was beaten at one point. But a remarkable man, talking to Cuomo with tears
streaming down his face. And he said, “The biggest thing we are missing…are
education, home values, the missing father, health resources,” but Cummings said,
“education is the biggest deal.” And that’s what these young men are complaining
about. The schools…he cited a textbook that the students are currently using and it
was printed in 1973. That was on television this morning.
Annemarie goes on to explain that the young men who were protesting with Cummings were
frustrated with their lack of resources, particularly educational, saying, “Why can’t we get
this?” Annemarie explains that Cummings sees the protests as an effort to make the country
stand up and pay attention. In the interview Annemarie was so touched by, Cummings calls
for an “inclusion revolution” and states that “the entire country needs to take a warning from
this. We have got to do better by our children” (Interview with Rep. Elijah Cummings, 2015).
Annemarie points out the irony of the American pastime of baseball being shut down by this
American problem of poor, African American youth in cities like Baltimore and around the
country not getting the education they deserve.
I was at Camden Yard where they are having the first baseball game inside without an
audience today because the White Sox are playing the Baltimore Orioles, and it’s in an
area where they are afraid of problems, and so, the last two nights, the night games
were cancelled, this is an afternoon game—it’s probably on now—and there will be no
spectators there. First time in baseball history—no spectators….Cummings pointed
out,…look at all they have invested in this area to bring people in? What about the
school system? What can we do for the school system?
Annemarie continues to stay aware of issues relating to race and social justice, which keep her
aware of the context of her teaching and of what matters in her students’ lives.
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Bob utilizes pop culture to stay current and examine social issues, naming a multitude
of comedians and television shows that he utilizes in his teaching. He particularly enjoys the
“insightful political commentary” of George Carlin, Bill Hicks, Richard Pryor, Louis C.K.,
Louis Black, and Dave Chappelle. Although Bob disagrees that America can’t get better, he
uses George Carlin’s monologue on the American dream as meaningful and provocative to
engage students in the classroom. A transcript of Carlin’s piece from shoqvalue.com (Carlin,
2016) shows several connections to topics in Bob’s class, particularly the need for critical
thinking and critical media literacy to be taught in schools.
There’s a reason for this, there’s a reason education SUCKS…Because the owners, the
owners of this country don’t want that. I’m talking about the real owners now, the BIG
owners! The Wealthy… the REAL owners! The big wealthy business interests that
control things and make all the important decisions….The politicians are put there to
give you the idea that you have freedom of choice. You don’t. You have no choice!
You have OWNERS! They OWN YOU. They own everything. They own all the
important land. They own and control the corporations. They’ve long since bought and
paid for the Senate, the Congress, the state houses, the city halls; they got the judges in
their back pockets and they own all the big media companies, so they control just
about all of the news and information you get to hear….They spend billions of dollars
every year lobbying, lobbying, to get what they want. Well, we know what they want.
They want more for themselves and less for everybody else, but I’ll tell you what they
don’t want: They don’t want a population of citizens capable of critical thinking. They
don’t want well informed, well educated people capable of critical thinking. They’re
not interested in that. That doesn’t help them. That’s against their interests.
Bob utilizes the provocative monologues of comedians as well as characters from popular
television shows like The Wire (Simon & Burns, 2002) to illustrate concepts of structural
inequalities. One particular scene he likes to discuss centers on D’Angelo, a mid-level guy in
a drug organization, sitting out in the quad in front of the housing projects with two of the
low-level runners and look outs, and the kids are eating some McNuggets and talking about
how the guy who came up with the idea for McNuggets must be rich. D’Angelo tries to
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explain how the rich, wealthy owners of the company are the ones actually profiting from the
guy’s idea and gives an “amazing armchair dissertation on the nature of capitalism.” Bob
quotes D’Angelo:
The man who invented them things? Just some sad-ass down at the basement at
McDonald’s, thinkin’ up some shit to make some money for the real players…It ain’t
about right, it’s about money. Now you think Ronald McDonald gonna go down in
that basement and say, ‘Hey, Mista Nugget, you the bomb. We sellin’ chicken faster
than you can tear the bone out. So I’m gonna write my clowny-ass name on this fat-ass
check for you?’…Man, the nigga who invented them things still workin’ in the
basement for regular wage, thinkin’ up some shit to make the fries taste better or some
shit like that. Believe. (Simon & Burns, 2002)
Bob further unpacks the value of D’Angelo’s attempt to explain capitalism in language that is
makes sense to the younger guys he has working for him:
This scene completely obliterates this sort of illusion that these kids have that the
system is rigged in any way, shape, or form in a fashion that is fair.…I find that is a
really good tool. These little clips are useful to illustrate something that normally gets
delivered in more academic language.
Bob finds and utilizes multimedia clips from popular culture representing diversity and social
justice issues to stay current and connect students’ media interests with course concepts.
Having diversity in one’s life contributes to a broad-level engagement in exploration
of issues of race and cultural relations. Calvin’s social interactions, professional roles as a
faculty sponsor of groups for Black students, and conversations with family members offer
diverse perspectives, resulting in an ongoing discourse about race and cultural relations.
Calvin describes his reaction when dinnertime conversation at a social meeting turned to the
topic of whether Obama would have won the presidency if he sported a goatee:
I said wow. I had never even considered that, so I wound up looking him [Obama] up
to see if anybody had any pictures of him with a goatee. And I looked at the picture
and, I was like, he probably would have lost a lot of votes just by having the goatee.
It’s like he wouldn’t have won the presidency with the goatee….I used that in a
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presentation the other day. But I mean, for Black males, they typically wear facial
hair, and a goatee is really popular amongst African American men. But, Obama,
being biracial, and the other stuff he’s got going on, you know, he’s developed a code
that allowed him to be accepted and celebrated in some ways. Something as simple as
facial hair has a large amount of influence on how people perceive who you are. A lot
of White men don’t wear facial hair, professionals specifically don’t, but the Black
ones do…that’s a cultural expression.
Calvin continues to learn more about what it’s like to experience school as a student of color
at a predominately White institution through conversations with students at the college.
I met a student the other day; her name was Angela. She was from Conant, and she
said there were only five Black students at Conant, and she was one of the five. And,
uh, she saw me at the Black Student Union table here, so she stopped and chatted for a
little while. And I asked did she have any other Blacks in her classroom. So, did she
have any of those of the five in those classes she was in, and she said, “No, I was the
only one. In the cafeteria I seen ’em, but that was it.” I related that to my daughter who
goes to school in this district…and I asked my daughter did she have any Black
students in her classes. She said no. I said, “You’re kiddin’ me, not one in any of your
classes?” She said, “No.” “Not even gym?” “Well, he’s not in my class, but he’s on
the other side of the room. There are two of them on the other side doin’ their gym
class, but not in my class.” “What about the cafeteria?” “Yeah, sometimes I see a few
in there.” “You don’t see anybody that’s like you?” And she’s like, “No.” And the
idea is that, no, I don’t see ’em and I don’t expect to see ’em. So, I’m used to bein’ the
only one, and I’m used to not having my cultural expressions be the norm and not
having teachers who understand my cultural expressions and having people who,
when they do try to connect to me, sometimes going overboard. Hey, you know,
there’s a Black student here. Let me talk with all this hip-hop lingo or whatever. I
went to a 7/11 not too long ago and the guy’s like, “Hey, boss man” and all this
language and I’m like, I don’t talk like that, what’s all that ‘boss man’ stuff you’ve
been talking about; I don’t use ‘boss man.’” A Latino guy comes by and he starts
talking Spanish to him. So, you know, teachers, I think, do some of the same stuff.
They call themselves code switching, but sometimes its offensive to the students. It’s
like, just get real and be who you are. And that code switching, I think, students are
kinda sensitive to when it feels genuine from an instructor, or, you know, when it’s the
lived experience of the instructor, and they will gravitate to it when it’s genuine, and a
real expression, and it’s who that person is….The students are really good at
deciphering that.
Taking the time to talk to students about their experiences as students of color in classrooms
where there may be few or no other students of color helps Calvin relate to the students’
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concerns and to address issues of diversity on campus. Angela’s story illustrates that cultural
authenticity and integrity are essential to student engagement, meaning that instructors should
be comfortable with their cultural identities and be aware of how they affect their perceptions
and interactions. Calvin’s conversations with his friends, students, and families help him to be
more aware of current diversity issues at all levels of schooling.
Another experience from my daughter—she was in a history class and they showed a
Rosa Parks clip, and they showed how they made the Blacks sit in the back of the bus.
And my daughter is the only Black kid in the room. It’s the first time she really
connected to this experience. You know, I told her about it before, but we didn’t sit
down and watch an hour-long film on it. After the class was over, my daughter was
pretty pissed and upset. And, you know, there was no debriefing at all from the
instructor about what that was like or what that might feel like for a student who sees
their people discriminated against. It was just kinda like, hey watch this film, answer a
few questions on a worksheet; let’s keep the day movin’. So, there was a total
disconnect between cultural competencies, if you will, or understanding how that will
relate to different populations, or at least to my daughter specifically….I don’t know
that teachers always understand what’s going on with students. I don’t think they
always get it or want to; I don’t think there’s a reward enough for those that don’t care
to be enticed to learn and begin to want to look at things a little differently. I don’t
think that teachers, in general, at least in my mind…are oppressive to students….I
don’t think that’s an overt oppression to students. I don’t think they say I’m an
oppressor, and I’m gonna stop kids, but I do think that these biases develop over time;
they are unconscious to the people, and they act on ’em….It’s socialized.
This example shows that including information about racial discrimination and the history of
segregation is damaging without appropriate facilitation and discussion. There is a difference
between including some diversity film or worksheets in the curriculum and actually having an
opportunity to critically examine the history and current status of race and cultural relations in
America. Calvin stays intimately aware of how students of color feel about their school
experiences and interactions with teachers through his contact with students as well as his
close relationships with friends and family.
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Daniel is engaged in current social issues in the field of political science as well as in
education. He attended and presented at the annual meeting of the American Political Science
Association themed, “Diversities Reconsidered: Politics, and Political Science, in the 21st
Century” in September, 2015. He explains his commitment to social justice in political
science education:
I believe strongly in celebrating what’s called DIES education in political science.
That means diversity, inclusiveness, and equality education. The way I break it down
is I like to celebrate diversity because I believe that really engages intellectual
curiosity. It goes back to when, in a not so nice way, when those kids were saying,
“Oh, you’re Jewish, you’re going to hell.” Well, let’s talk about this. Why? You know,
and it’s like grist from the mill. It really weeds out the bad arguments from the good
ones, so I think the students are much better off because of it. So, an example of that
was actually…one of my students who is African American—we were doing a current
event on a school in Oklahoma that had this fraternity who was saying these racist
chants on a bus…and actually that student…in the discussion afterwards said, “Well,
the president did the wrong thing. Why did he kick out the students?” And the class,
which he was the only African American in the class, kind of, I heard, and I have
never heard this before, it was like a gasp. Very interesting,…the only time I’ve ever
heard that happen in real life. I think they assumed, their assumption was a person of
color would have a certain opinion on the matter. And he actually gave a good
intellectual argument that the point of college is to teach and learn. So, what are these
guys going to learn by being kicked out? Will they become any better people? I
thought it was a great point, and it goes back to celebrating diversity, having people
feel open and comfortable to give their own opinions and really, hopefully, have some
of those epiphanies. For a class to say, “Oh, even if someone who was directly
offended by this can give these guys a second chance, maybe we should, too…”
Daniel is comfortable with students sharing controversial opinions about current issues related
to social justice, but they should explain their reasoning and be open to respectful debate.
From day one I say be respectful of everyone—give logical arguments; if you are not
respectful, I tell them point blank, I’ll kick you out of the class. I’ve never had to, but I
said, “I’ll kick you out. I don’t mean to be serious about this, but I am because it isn’t
fair, otherwise it won’t be open.”…I have heard, and I have read about it, that people
who do this, most people don’t have to because they make it so clear from day one this
is how it is….I have had some great diverse debates in the classroom and the
differences of opinions have never grown to the point that I think it’s disrespectful….
It’s fine if they are saying differences—you don’t want it to be us versus them,…
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you’re not trying to create the other, you’re trying to say people are different but have
commonalities. Let’s try to understand the different opinions. I fully admit there are
limits.
He models this behavior of having support for your opinions by sharing his own perspectives
on radical Islam, providing understanding about the practice of a religion that would be
supported by religious scholars as opposed to an extremist group’s interpretation.
Today, there’s a study of the so-called Islamic state. I said outright, personally am not
going to highlight them; I think they are crazy. But to go beyond that, few to no
Islamic scholars of any repute would agree with the way they are interpreting Islam.
That’s not to say there are not varying degrees of interpretation, but let’s take the
alternative of Saudi Arabia. Well, Saudi Arabia, most people would say it’s very
conservative, and it is a form of Islam that’s conservative verses the Islamic state,
which is not Islam at all—just a bunch of people looking for power. I am not agreeing
with these extremists; I’m not agreeing with Saudi Arabia either, but I am addressing
differences in why one is a legitimate form of that religion’s practice and one is not….
I feel held back by the textbooks; they don’t help a lot. The newest one includes
alternative perspectives; I think they are going in the right direction.
Daniel finds ways to incorporate current events related to social justice in order to supplement
textbooks that lack relevant issues such as racism in schools and Islam extremist groups; he
also includes multiple perspectives on these types of pressing issues.
Esther uses cultural references to connect course topics to the current social context.
These references remind students of the relevance of social realities outside of the classroom
to course subjects and materials.
Generally, when I’m leading a discussion, I’m the type of person who will use cultural
referents that are just me. And because I am African American, there are some
references that I genuinely get,…but that’s just me in the classroom. You know I think
I said something in the class the other day, and I only have one African American
student, but we were talking about homelessness and we were talking about peoples’
perceptions of homeless, and nuanced ideas of what that even means, and I brought up
that meme on Facebook that basically was a homeless man, he was an African
American man, and he had a cup and was asking for change and the meme said
something to the effect of look at all these rich people who stand out here beggin’ for
change but are all dressed up in the whole Yeezy look. And, so Kanye West has a

215
clothing line called Yeezy, and they pretty much look like ragged, tattered clothing.
And, so I will use a reference like that,…he wasn’t actually wearing Kanye’s line, he
was actually homeless,…but it was the idea that Kanye West’s clothes look like
something that a homeless person would wear. It was just kind of a way to talk about
perceptions of homeless people…before we got into the really heavy stuff.
Utilizing references to popular culture such as Facebook memes, musical artist Kanye West,
and his designer label adds interest to the course topics and connects them to the real-world
context. This method of staying current with social issues makes Esther relatable and her
ideas accessible to students, underscoring that she is on their level and approachable. She also
serves as a mentor to students of color as well as the secretary of the mentoring association for
faculty of color. She tells students that she is available to help them navigate her classes and
college in general, but she also involves herself in formal programs to ensure she is
supporting students in most need as well as the faculty who can also serve as an asset to them.
Although the Dreamkeepers come from diverse racial, ethnic, religious, linguistic,
geographic, and socioeconomic backgrounds, they have all had experiences that have led
them to have a culturally relevant and responsive disposition. Awareness of these
characteristics can help inform recruitment and training for an increasingly culturally relevant
and responsive teacher workforce.
Table 6 notes aspects of the Dreamkeepers’ personal and professional histories that
indicate immersion in diverse settings in which they lived and worked with people different
than themselves, identification with marginalization on a personal level or as a close ally,
transformative experiences that have influenced their perspectives and orientation towards
teaching, and ongoing engagement with social justice issues.
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Table 6
Background and Experiences

Immersion in
Diverse
Environments

Identification
with
Marginalization

Transformative
Experiences

Annemarie
Taught in
Chicago
schools
serving Black
and Latino
students and
then
predominately
Black
suburban
school

Bob
Attended
diverse
magnet
school in
Black
section of
Tulsa and
was a
member of a
diverse
school band
program

Calvin
Lived in West
Pullman in
Chicago,
attended
private
Catholic
schools and
then attended
predominately
White high
school for a
year

Assisted
families
struggling
with poverty
and addiction
in working
class
neighborhood,
and
experienced
male
domination in
the Catholic
church
Was teaching
in Chicago
when Martin
Luther King,
Jr. was
assassinated
and had to get
students to
safety from
riots

Spent a time
with the
homeless
population
in America
and abroad
in order to
study their
behaviors
and living
conditions

Experienced
racial microaggressions
racial slurs as
an African
American
male in a
predominately
White school

First time
taking a
Sociology
class
revealed a
field for
studying
what he had
been
observing

An
opportunity to
lead a bible
study when a
speaker didn’t
show up made
him aware
that teaching
and
counseling
came
naturally

(continued on following page)

Daniel
Studied
abroad in
France and
Served as a
Rotary
ambassador
to Africa,
sitting in on
University
classes in
Mali

Esther
Lived in
Auburn
Gresham
neighborhood
in Chicago
and attended
private all
Black
Christian
school and
then a
predominately
White High
School
Ostracized
Treated with
for being
distance and
Jewish in a
skepticism by
school
some family
where he
members for
was one of a living and
few students attending
who were
school in the
not Christian North and
excelling
academically

Had Black
and Latino
teachers in
K-12 and
studied in
France and
served as a
Rotary
Ambassador
to Africa

Evacuated
from New
Orleans
during last
year
attending a
university
when
Hurricane
Katrina hit
and suffered
PTSD
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Table 6 (continued)
Engagement in
Social Justice
Issues

Annemarie
Follows news
related to
social justice
issues such as
police
violence
against Black
males and
shares
perspectives
of social
justice
advocates

Bob
Enjoys
examination
of social
justice
issues
through
popular
culture such
as comedy
sketches and
television
series

Calvin
Discusses
issues of race
and culture
with friends,
students, and
family
members to
develop
intimate
awareness of
diverse
perspectives

Daniel
Conducts
research and
attends
conferences
on diversity
and
inclusion
issues in
higher
education
and Political
Science

Esther
Makes
cultural
references to
current social
issues to
connect to
students’ lived
experience
and serves as
a mentor to
students and
faculty of
color

Summary

Chapters five and six described the results of the first research question, which was:
“How do community college faculty who have been described as being successful in engaging
African American students utilize practices of culturally relevant and responsive pedagogy as
defined by Gloria Ladson-Billings (2009) and Geneva Gay (2010)?” The results show that the
participants in the study did align with the practices of culturally relevant pedagogy as defined
by Ladson-Billings (2009) and Geneva Gay (2010). The results indicate that the faculty
participants shared common conceptions and aims that are characteristic of the culturally
relevant pedagogy as described by Ladson-Billings (2009). Chapter five presented material
from the interviews, observations, and artifacts that relate to the themes of common
conceptions and shared visions characterized as culturally relevant by Ladson-Billings (2009).
This section focused on the pedagogical implications related to faculty mindset and
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perceptions. The faculty participants have common conceptions in thinking and shared
beliefs about education. All expressed strong identification with the profession and high
regard for students, awareness of the importance of community building and cultural integrity,
and a view of knowledge as flexible and contestable (Ladson-Billings, 2009). Their
descriptions affirm the work of Ladson-Billings, but add understanding to the conceptions and
visions as they apply to the post-secondary context. The interviews were particularly
revealing in terms of further articulating the concept of cultural integrity in the minds of the
faculty participants as well as how this integrity shapes their instructional practices. The
faculty participants also expressed shared visions in the aims and objectives of education,
which include developing academic proficiency and intellectual engagement, building on
prior knowledge and cultural experiences, and cultivating a critical consciousness to challenge
and change oppressive structures (Ladson-Billings, 2009). The data showed the importance
of academic development by providing detailed models and explicit instructions for students
to make sure they are aware of what they need to do and have the guidance to do it, rather
than assuming what students know how to do. Another significant finding was that faculty
center their facilitation on cultivating a critical consciousness rather than merely incorporating
that aim as a part of the selection of curricular materials.
The results in chapter six show that faculty participants’ instructional methods are
characteristic of the tenets of culturally responsive pedagogy as described by Gay (2010).
This chapter focused on the instructional implications through descriptions of culturally
responsive teaching strategies characterized as being validating, comprehensive,
multidimensional, empowering, transformative, and emancipatory as described by Gay

219
(2010). This section described the various means through which these common conceptions
and shared visions manifest themselves in culturally responsive teaching practices, including
classroom facilitation, instructional approaches, learning activities, structuring of assignments
and assessments, relational aspects, and other nuances that illustrate keen awareness of and
responsiveness to students’ needs. All faculty participants’ teaching practices lend themselves
to characterization as validating, comprehensive, multidimensional, empowering,
transformative, and emancipatory, but are transformative and emancipatory to varying
degrees. Part of transformative practice promotes the idea that students are obligated to be
productive members and render service to their communities and society (Gay, 2010).
Although there is a subtext of transformation and engagement running through the teaching of
all the faculty participants, explicit skill development and practice for becoming an ally or
advocate was observed in only one faculty member’s course. In other faculty participants’
courses, engagement in social justice issues was more implied as a logical extension of
exposure to the materials and concepts of the course. Emancipatory practice is described as
releasing the intellect of students of color from the constraining manacles of mainstream
canons of knowledge and ways of knowing (Gay, 2010). The breadth of the curriculum and
discourse has certainly been expanded in all of the faculty participants’ teaching, but the
mainstream knowledge and discourse patterns are still in place as each faculty member and
course has been evolving from mainstream socializing institutions.
The second research question was: “How do instructors’ personal and professional
backgrounds affect their approaches to teaching African American students?” The
backgrounds and experiences that the participants described as relevant to their development
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as educators fell into four major categories: immersion in diverse environments, identification
with marginalization, transformative experiences, and engagement with social justice. Each
faculty participant described living, studying, and working in diverse environments that
helped them to understand the dynamics of working with others of backgrounds and lenses
different than their own. The Dreamkeeper faculty also identified with marginalization
through personal experiences as well as experiencing it as a close ally to others who were
being marginalized; this was important to both understanding and empathizing with systemic
marginalization. Each Dreamkeeper also described a transformative experience that was a
major influence in their development as people and as social justice educators. Reflections on
transformative experiences revealed how these significant occurrences in the faulty members’
lives formed their dispositions as educators. Engagement with social justice issues is another
common theme, although the engagement occurs through many means, such as following
social justice via the media or popular culture, listening to the experiences of people of color,
and participating in academic conferences and organizations that emphasize concerns related
to social justice.
The Dreamkeeper faculty displayed common conceptions and shared visions
consistent with Ladson-Billings’s (2009) original study and subsequent book, Dreamkeepers:
Successful Teachers of African American Children. Their teaching was also responsive
according to Gay’s (2010) tenets described in Culturally Responsive Teaching: Theory,
Research, and Practice. What was gained through this study was an understanding of the
importance of having a mindset for relevant teaching as shown by the common conceptions
and shared visions of the Dreamkeeper faculty as well as greater awareness of the vast variety
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of approaches that can be considered responsive. In sum, there are identifiable characteristics
of a culturally relevant disposition and an applicable list of tenets that describe culturally
responsive teaching, but there are innumerable approaches that can be considered applications
of these tenets.
In addition, there are aspects of the Dreamkeepers’ backgrounds and experiences that
have allowed them to develop a culturally relevant pedagogical disposition as well as skill in
responsiveness. The Dreamkeepers may come from different racial, ethnic, religious,
socioeconomic, and geographic backgrounds and have had vastly different life experiences,
but all of their life histories have included immersion in diverse environments and
identification with marginalization, both of which have enabled them to better understand and
relate to the needs, concerns, and strengths that students of color bring to the classroom. In
addition, each of the Dreamkeepers has been affected by a transformative experience that has
further inspired them as educators. Each of them continues to be engaged in social justice
issues through a variety of means, some close up, some more at a distance, some through an
organization or structure, and others more informally. However they became attached to the
aims of social justice, they are there, watching, waiting, advocating, crying, cheering, and
hopeful allies in on the long journey of progress.
There is much to be examined in terms of the how Dreamkeepers’ backgrounds and
experiences have developed their culturally relevant dispositions, thus making them down for
the cause of social justice. It will also be useful to continue to explore how Dreamkeepers’
common conceptions and shared visions as foundations of cultural responsiveness make them
skilled at carrying out their work as social justice educators. In chapter seven, these results are
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discussed in more detail in the context of data from a collaborative interpretation group. Then,
recommendations are explored for applying the findings of this study to educational practices
and future research in chapter eight.

CHAPTER 7
GET WITH IT! THIS IS WHAT AN ALLY LOOKS LIKE

The first common conception of culturally relevant teaching as described by LadsonBillings is supporting academic success (2009). Culturally relevant teaching must provide
students with the tools to achieve academic proficiency to participate in a democratic society
and foster a desire for intellectual development (Ladson-Billings, 2009). Each of the
Dreamkeeper faculty strongly identifies with the profession of teaching and embraces students
as learners with great potential (Ladson-Billings, 2009). All educators would, of course, agree
that supporting students’ academic success is at the heart of their practice, but cultural
relevance means that those goals are contextualized in the individual and social dynamics of
students’ lives. Learning must be contextualized in students’ racial, ethnic, and cultural
identities to be relevant, interesting, and engaging. The critical multicultural educator’s
passion and life’s purpose is to “create a greater sense of equity in a society that often brings
us closer to our own authenticity” (Tisdell, 2006, p. 19). The most striking of the testimonies
about having a strong purpose as a culturally relevant educator was from Annemarie, who
struck the table as she said, “I am so bent on the social justice thing because of my
background that I don’t see it any other way.” Annemarie’s purpose is to stand up for those
who need support as the Barnabas in her classrooms, and, throughout her teaching career, she
has been that supporter for students of color, primarily African American students.
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The other Dreamkeepers also describe a strong sense of purpose in teaching from a
culturally relevant disposition. Bob found his career purpose as an educator to “develop what
we call a sociological imagination” in students to become more aware of the relationships
between one’s personal identity and experiences and the larger society, much of which are
affected by race and cultural relations. Calvin accidentally discovered his calling to serve as
“the lift up after the low” to students as a teacher, counselor, and mentor when he had to stand
in as a Bible study leader, and much of his work is to support students of color through
leadership and mentoring programs. Daniel wants to develop intellectual curiosity and critical
thinking skills and create pathways to civic engagement for students throughout all levels of
schooling so that they can contribute to a more equitable and just society for people of all
racial, ethnic, and religious backgrounds. Esther wants to show students that their knowledge
is a valuable part of the “tapestry,” and that their voices and lives matter; she extends herself
as a resource to help all students succeed. All of the Dreamkeepers feel strongly that the
profession is an important part of their purpose in life and are dedicated to their vocation; they
believe that they can contribute to the cause of social justice and understand that students
cannot engage in a discipline if the racial and cultural realities of their experience are not
represented. Lack of relevant instruction undoubtedly leads to students disconnecting from
school, which limits success and opportunity.

Faculty as Models of Cultural Integrity

Dreamkeeper faculty also feel a sense of commitment to the community and cultural
competence as educators, encouraging students to see themselves as a part of a community in
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the classroom as well as larger communities in society and to learn about and maintain
cultural integrity (Ladson-Billings, 2009). Dreamkeeper faculty view education as a collective
responsibility and public good and believe students need to feel valued in the classroom and
realize that their worldview is not the only world view. Dreamkeeper faculty share a common
notion that finding their voice in the classroom and society is essential for students’
development, and that both teachers and students must understand themselves as cultural
beings (Willis, Lewis, & Ladson-Billings, 1998). Cultural integrity is an important part of
relationships within the classroom and in society. The Dreamkeeper faculty are comfortable
with their own cultural identities as well as the cultural backgrounds of others (LadsonBillings, 2009). Cultural integrity relies on that deep level of awareness of one’s own cultural
lens, the origins of their own viewpoints, the lenses of others, the origins of the viewpoints of
others, and an understanding of the relationships among those with these diverse perspectives.
All of the Dreamkeepers in the study embody cultural integrity, which was clearly a
major factor in students of color recommending them as being particularly effective in the
classroom; students are more comfortable and engaged by instructors who are culturally
authentic. Bob talked about the importance of being oneself, advising that faculty “look for
the things in your style and in your experience and in your life that would make you more
accessible to marginalized groups and then emphasize them.” Calvin explained that students
are sensitive to when it “feels genuine from an instructor” or “when it’s the lived experience
of the instructor, and they will gravitate to it when it’s genuine and a real expression and it’s
who that person is.” Esther shares her own struggles with students and warns that teachers to,
“Respect your humanity; otherwise, teaching becomes a performance,” and talks about
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making cultural referents that she describes as “just me.” The Dreamkeepers emphasize a high
level of awareness of their own identities and respect for the identities of students, creating a
space where students can be comfortable with who they are and bring more of themselves into
the discourse. These faculty see themselves as a part of a community of learners who help
students make connections between educational opportunities and personal and broader
identities. Faculty must know themselves and who they are both as individuals and as
members of groups within society in order to model this cultural authenticity to their students.
Figure 4 represents the essential elements of cultural integrity.

Awareness
of self as
individual
and part of a
group

Understanding
and challenging
social and
structural
inqualities

Cultural
Integrity

Awareness of
relationships
among those
identities
within society

Figure 4. Cultural integrity.

Understanding
of others'
individual and
group identities
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Collaboration and cultural competence are also essential aims of the Dreamkeeper
faculty (Ladson-Billings, 2009). These faculty members cultivate a classroom community
where students see themselves as contributors and collaborators through affirmation of their
cultural funds of knowledge (Moll, 1992). Annemarie emphasizes partnering and team work
on a regular basis. Daniel encourages students to discover issues relevant to the community
and discuss them together. He and Bob model awareness of their own cultural lenses while
inviting students to share their perspectives. Esther sees herself as a “tapestry weaver,”
skillfully bringing students’ contributions into the discourse rather than dismissing them. She
is “looking for their answer, not the answer.” Dreamkeeper faculty strive to build on students’
prior knowledge and experiences so that they feel like they are a part of the learning and that
their roles and perspectives are valuable to themselves and others. The Dreamkeepers are able
to put their knowledge and skill in popular culture to work in order to connect the classroom
content to students’ outside experiences (Ladson-Billings, 2013). They bring the students’
home cultures into the school to make learning meaningful and relevant, and are skillful and
confident in doing so. The Dreamkeepers not only believe deeply in their students’
capabilities, they also believe in their “own efficacious abilities” (Ladson-Billings, 2012,
p.118). They know they can make a difference. In order to build authentic relationships with
students, Dreamkeepers share a bit of themselves and their own cultural identities. In order for
students to be open, the teachers must make themselves vulnerable as well. The Dreamkeeper
faculty value cultural integrity and the opportunity to help students become more comfortable
with their identities as individuals and as members of society.
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Teaching Centered on Critical Consciousness

An essential shared concept is the importance of developing a critical consciousness
that allows students to “critique the cultural norms, values, mores, and institutions that
produce and maintain social inequalities” (Ladson-Billings, 2009). This view of knowledge as
flexible, contestable, and co-constructed is central to the teaching of all Dreamkeeper faculty,
rather than something that is thought of as an add-on to the course outcomes. Each faculty
participant places high value on critically examining social inequalities. Bob hopes that
students in his class learn to have a “healthy skepticism” about their society and asks students
to reconsider everything they “thought they knew.” A view of knowledge as fluid and recreating knowledge are important principles of the educational experience to Dreamkeepers.
Calvin promotes the “mentality of interpreting things for yourself” rather than accepting what
you have been told, including your own oppression. This critical lens is essential for student
engagement as students are unlikely to have much interest in a curriculum that bears no
relevance to their experience and reality. A main focus for Esther is to deconstruct the
“binaristic constructions of identity” that lead to “binary zones” and explains the dangers of
not seeing “the humanity in the people we consider as other” when it comes to community
resources and protection.
A primary aim of the Dreamkeeper faculty is to develop a sociopolitical consciousness
and to facilitate the co-construction of knowledge (Ladson-Billings, 2009). Annemarie
reminds students that opinions and perspectives are integral to the co-construction of
knowledge, telling them “we need you here” and “pay attention… you might not agree.” Bob
seeks to “problematize society,” either validating the problems students are already seeing or
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making them aware of problematic factors they hadn’t considered before. Daniel takes
students on an actual journey around campus to look at their environment through the lens of
those with disabilities for the first time, literally getting them to see their own campus through
a critical lens with his guidance. Calvin creates activities where student groups identify and
confront forms of oppression together in simulations. The Dreamkeepers see critical
consciousness as central to teaching and learning and make it an ongoing part of the course
experience.

Mentors with High Expectations Who Share Cultural Capital

The Dreamkeepers have shared conceptions, but they also have shared visions or aims
for students, which include academic proficiency and intellectual achievement for all of their
students (Ladson-Billings, 2009). They believe that all students are capable of mastering
skills, attaining educational credentials, and contributing to society. They are also aware that
students come to school at various levels of preparedness, but believe that they can be
successful with the right amount of support; therefore, they take on the role of group mentors
who have high expectations for students. This is a departure from the deficit model wherein
educators believed that students were limited by what they did not receive in terms of
resources and development in the past (Schmeichel, 2012). Dreamkeepers are aware that there
are a variety of levels of preparedness in their classes, and provide academic coaching and
encouragement for students so that they can achieve similar outcomes. This coaching includes
explicit instructions and modeling for assignments, verbal affirmations and encouragement,
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and providing lessons on cultural capital (McCleaf, 2012) so that students can successfully
navigate the college environment.
Dreamkeepers do not assume what students know, and they prepare supportive
materials that serve as review for some and essentially new information for others. Bob and
Daniel give detailed instructions to coach students on how to write essays and when to cite
material, even though neither of them teach writing, per se. Bob gives feedback on multiple
revisions, differentiating assignments so that students who needed an extra draft are able to
submit one, whereas those who have submitted a polished essay do not have to. Daniel gives
explicit instruction on plagiarism, guiding students on when and how to cite resource material.
Annemarie provides planning sheets for students’ slideshow presentations to guide them on
each step and necessary component along with individual conferences.
Esther helps students struggling with time management, creating policies that provide
more time for students to complete work if an extension is arranged with her in advance, thus
teaching them how to communicate with instructors when issues arise. Esther also gives
students the grade they got on their revisions. Dreamkeeper faculty are ongoing coaches and
motivators. Annemarie provides ample verbal encouragement throughout her classes to
remind students of what they needed to do in order to be successful, and finds ways to prompt
them to give and receive help from classmates when they need it. Calvin serves as a mentor to
students in and out of class, leading a Black male leadership group and sponsoring the Black
Student Union. The Dreamkeeper faculty put forth all the resources they can in order to
support the successes of students in their current classes and going forward throughout their
academic and professional careers.
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Anticipating and Responding to Diverse Students’ Needs

The common conceptions and shared visions consistent with the themes presented in
Ladson-Billings’s (2009) original Dreamkeepers study indicate that the Dreamkeeper faculty
have culturally relevant dispositions that serve as foundations for instructional approaches that
are consistent with the tenets of culturally responsive teaching as described by Geneva Gay
(2010). Gay’s descriptive characteristics of culturally responsive teaching are validating,
comprehensive, multidimensional, empowering, transformative, and emancipatory. The
illustrations of these characteristics from the Dreamkeepers’ teaching show that each faculty
member with a culturally relevant disposition has a unique approach to the desired outcome
and that the outcomes are emphasized to varying degrees. Further, cultural responsiveness is
shown to be a skill that is developed to respond to students’ needs as they arise, similar to the
way a baseball player fields a ball that is hit; no one can predict the exact challenge, but keen
awareness and finesse are needed for a productive response with favorable results.
Each Dreamkeeper validates the students by showing them that their lives and
experiences are central to the learning experience (Gay, 2010), but does so in varying
manners depending on their backgrounds and the students’ needs. Annemarie uses verbal
prompts to show that students’ presence and contributions are needed and important,
encouraging them with verbal affirmations such as, “you need to be here to share your
wisdom.” Daniel emphasizes the point that students’ opinions are just as valid and valuable as
his and that their abilities to evaluate the information and decide for themselves is of utmost
importance, reminding them, “I don’t think it’s for me to tell you what to think.” He
demonstrates great confidence in students’ abilities to use their knowledge and experiences in
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an “intellectual exploration” in which they are at the center of their learning. Calvin also
reinforces the notion that students’ personal identities as participants in learning are
something they have ownership of and that come from their individual experiences and
unique backgrounds. He explains to his class, “Don’t think you can tell someone what their
identity is.” This validates students by allowing them to form a concept of who they are
rather than be categorized by the constructions of the teacher, school, or society. Bob lets his
students know that their experiences are often relevant and relatable to the concepts presented
in the class. He validates some of the students’ fears of interacting with the homeless and
admits that, like many others, he feels that same way, “I do it sometimes, and I study these
people.” Esther also makes herself vulnerable to the students by sharing personal stories of
struggle so that students are comfortable in seeking help from her. Much like Daniel, she
validates students by telling them she is “looking for their answer, not the answer.” Each
Dreamkeeper has multiple approaches to making students feel visible, valued, and essential in
the classroom learning environment.
The Dreamkeeper faculty also take a comprehensive approach to teaching in which
they seek to develop students’ intellectual, social, emotional, and political learning so that
students will experience growth and increase preparedness for all aspects of their personal
lives, professional opportunities, and civic engagement (Gay, 2010). Annemarie seeks to
provide supplemental information and cultivate metacognitive awareness of learning so that
students understand the types of information and processing that will help them to grow
throughout school and life by pointing out how one learns and makes meaning through word
parts, text clues, and inferential reading. She teaches them text awareness so that they have a
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framework for understanding the purpose of texts on their own, reminding them, “those are
clues!” Bob uses his provocative “shirt du jour” to pique students’ interest and get students to
discuss how “our ability to make sense of society comes from society,” thus literally wearing
the discipline to inspire intellectual engagement. Daniel strives for political awareness and
civic engagement, but also provides students with information on rights and appropriate
behavior for practical matters such as interacting with law enforcement officials, entreating
them to “remain calm” and try to “understand the officer’s perspective.” Calvin provides
explicit instruction on social skills such as how to communicate with people with disabilities,
both verbally and nonverbally, explaining that they should, for example, “wait until the offer
is accepted when trying to help.” Esther builds awareness of other aspects of social and
emotional intelligence by teaching students about the “difference between listening and
hearing.” As an unofficial course outcome, students in Esther’s class learn about active
listening skills, which will benefit their personal and professional lives. It is obvious that
Dreamkeeper faculty go beyond the stated outcomes of the curriculum maps for the content
area courses they teach and seek to develop the whole student in a more comprehensive way.
Dreamkeeper faculty are also aware of the many dimensions that can support learning.
Their multidimensional teaching addresses many aspects of the learning context, classroom
environment, student and teacher relationships, classroom management styles, and
assessments (Gay, 2010). Although Calvin has a laid-back affect in which he uses informal
language and humor in lecture/discussions, he also has explicit expectations for classroom
behavior that give students a clear idea of the parameters of appropriate conduct. When
students fail to meet these expectations, he addresses them directly in a student conference
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and focuses on utilizing their strengths in the classroom, reminding them that they are
important to the class and that he needs their energy to be used in positive ways, stating, “I
need you to help me out…you know, and change that behavior.” He also confronts the
discomfort that students of color might feel in a predominately White class in order to open
up a dialogue with the students.
They have their own styles, but each faculty member works towards developing
relationships with the students and providing clear expectations as well as a deep level of
support. Annemarie develops a motherly rapport with her students so that they feel
comfortable asking for help and so that she can gently coach them about doing their work: not
leaving class during important instruction, taking notes, and contributing as part of a group,
saying “sit down honey, you really need to be here for this.” She also emphasizes
collaboration and interdependence between students by teaching them to use one another as
resources, telling them that they are the “other half of the team.” Bob differentiates instruction
by offering students who need it an opportunity to complete additional drafts. He also teaches
students to come to see him during office hours by making a policy that they must come and
see him. “I do not discuss course or assignment grades outside my office; stop by or make an
appointment.” He spends extra time in his office beyond what is required in order to be
available. Esther works on getting students to come see her during office hours, and she also
spends some of her time in the Writing Center as a way to encourage students to get
acquainted with the facility and the staff so that they will come there when they need to. She
uses the class syllabus as a contract, promoting clarity and trust so that students feel like there
is a clear path to doing well in the course. Daniel structures his classroom by having students
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move their desks to face one another so that students can share their work as part of a smaller,
more intimate cohort. This creates a stronger presence for all students and their contributions.
Dreamkeepers seek to provide students with an empowering educational experience
that enables them to be better human beings and more successful learners as consumers and
producers of knowledge in participatory, problem-posing, dialogic, desocializing, democratic,
inquiring, and activist learning (Gay, 2010). All of the Dreamkeepers include diverse
perspectives and foster a critical lens within their classes, which empower students to analyze
and understand the society they live in. The extent to which the educational experience is a
transformative one (Gay, 2010) in which Dreamkeepers promote the idea that students are
obligated to be productive members and render service to their communities and society
varies. Annemarie, for example, provides a list of texts representing diverse perspectives for
her students to choose from, and a variety of experiences and cultural lenses are shared in the
class. This allows students to expand their understanding of society and reframe their
concepts of the structures within it. Immigration, for example, is much less an “us v. them”
scenario when seen through the lens of someone writing about the extreme circumstances of
their arrival. This exposure problematizes society and prompts students to consider the
unfairness of things, but doesn’t necessarily prompt students to act on their newly-expanded
awareness.
Other Dreamkeepers push the envelope a little further by asking students to be
intensely critical of society, with the intent that they will become more active and informed
citizens. For example, Bob wants to radicalize his students’ thinking, but doesn’t explicitly
ask students to go out and become “left-wing Marxists” or even social activists. He wants
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them to “become engaged citizens…to understand that with this information you can make
decisions and engage in actions that will make the world a better place” and believes that their
open mindsets will lead them to that in many cases. In the same way, Daniel emphasizes the
importance of civil rights for all, but does not ask students to become active in political or
social justice forums. He provides a clear description of how and why groups fight for their
rights, so students will understand civil rights movements and their relationships to the law,
but never specifically asks students to get involved outside of the classroom. Calvin takes it a
step further to nudge students into active involvement by guiding them in identifying
discrimination and practicing confrontation strategies which allows students to bridge the
course content to the real world context. Calvin is preparing students to stand up for
themselves and others outside the classroom with simulations inside the classroom. Esther
asks students to work on more personal empowerment by evaluating and taking ownership of
their own choices. This ongoing development of one’s own identity and carving out of one’s
own path yields greater self-efficacy and motivation. The students are more empowered to
act, but the extent to which they are prompted to action varies.
Dreamkeepers provide an emancipatory experience for students that is liberating by
releasing the intellect of students of color from the constraining manacles of mainstream
canons of knowledge and ways of knowing and opening up discourse (Gay, 2010). Students
of all backgrounds are more intrigued to learn about “other” people, histories, and
perspectives that have been largely excluded from the educational experiences of most
students prior to attending college. Students of color, in particular, are likely to feel that the
instruction is relevant to them for the first time. In most K-12 schools, the curriculum is
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standardized in a way that includes Eurocentric histories, perspectives, and ideas, without
much consideration of the subjugation of those with less power and the voices of those with
little influence. The European-American origins of most school activities, even those in a
traditional physical education class, have been developed by White, male, North Americans
(Hastie, Martin, & Buchanan, 2006). Culture can be found in many aspects of schooling that
go largely overlooked.
Although many educators may not consider the cultural and ethnic norms reflected
throughout schooling (Martins, Shannon, & White, 2012), the Dreamkeepers are aware and
take steps to make the curriculum more inclusive. Daniel emphasizes the need to examine
civil rights movements of a variety of groups in his classes rather than teaching solely about
the African American Civil Rights movement in the 1960s, which is often taught from the
White perspective with very limited depth. As Esther pointed out, literature selections for
courses should be multicultural in essence if they seek to represent the human experience.
Continuing to have courses dubbed “American” literature along with courses that are
considered multicultural literature illustrates this ongoing binary. Annemarie gets to the heart
of the matter by presenting counter-narratives examining access to the American dream and
questioning how those affected by discrimination and segregation can succeed without
resources. Bob goes beyond bringing diverse materials into the course and openly articulates
that the country was built on the exploitation of African American and other subjugated
groups. Calvin brings issues that largely affect students of color, such as stereotype threat, out
into the open in his class, developing strong advocates and allies. Traditional schooling in the
United States remains narrowly focused on perspectives that reinforce the privilege of few
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and disenfranchisement of many; the only way to promote freedom is to broaden students’
exposure to a more representative history with culturally diverse perspectives.

The Makings of Dreamkeepers

The common characteristics of the Dreamkeepers’ backgrounds give further insight
into the ways in which faculty members have developed culturally relevant conceptions and
aims as well as finesse in cultural responsiveness. Immersion in diverse environments allowed
the Dreamkeepers to learn about themselves and others in a substantive way. Experience with
marginalization due to some aspect of their own identities or as a close ally allowed them to
develop understanding and empathy for those who are marginalized. Transformative
experiences brought the Dreamkeepers into the profession with deep purpose and investment,
and ongoing engagement in social justice informs their understanding of society and their
teaching.
Each Dreamkeeper has experienced immersion in diverse environments where they
were the ethnic or racial majority as well as in places where they were the minority. They
have also experienced different cultures, religions, classes, and value systems. Annemarie has
lived and worked in racially and ethnically diverse settings in and around Chicago throughout
her over 50-year teaching career. She taught Black students exclusively at a university where
she was sometimes “the only White person on campus.” She certainly has a feel for being “the
other.” The majority of her students at the predominately Black suburban high school, a
school that struggled after White flight, were Black. Teaching for 11 years in a district with
few resources and low morale gave her an understanding of the struggles of schools without

239
community resources and support. Bob attended a magnet school in the Black section of Tulsa
where he had peers, teachers, and administrators who were Black, “undermining implicit
ideas that the people in charge would be White and the people below them not.” Bob later
taught classes that were predominately Black and Latino at a university in Chicago and then at
a Naval training center. He reflects on being “one of the only ones who actually wanted to be
there” to teach in these diverse settings. Calvin lived in West Pullman in Chicago where he
attended at predominately Black school and then had to navigate “a sea of White boys” at a
predominately White school. Daniel was the religious minority at a school in a Dallas suburb
where, in response to intolerance of his religion, he learned that intellectual engagement was
important to “separating the grist from the mill.” He later studied in France where he saw the
outrage of the French at the treatment of victims of Hurricane Katrina and served as a Rotary
Ambassador in Mali where he attended lectures. In her early years, Esther lived in a
neighborhood where a large percentage of families are struggling with poverty and gang
activity, while in her family, “education was number one.” She toggled between
predominately Black and White environments, attending predominately Black elementary and
middle schools and a predominately White high school, attending an HBCU in New Orleans,
and then completing grad school in Iowa. This alternating of cultural environments seemed to
ingrain in her the sense that a great tragedy of our society is in identifying people by what
they are not and constructing binaries. Esther embodies cultural integrity in her comfort with
her own identity and relationships with others. All of the Dreamkeepers are more aware of
themselves and others and the dynamics between the identity groups to which they belong
because of their immersion experiences.
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Each Dreamkeeper has had experiences that have allowed them to identify with
marginalization based on some aspect of their identities but also as a close ally to others
struggling with being marginalized. Annemarie serves as a clear example of this. She has
personally felt marginalized as a woman in the Catholic Church, and she has also been close
to students of color who have suffered as part of a marginalized group in this country. Bob did
not speak to marginalization he may have experienced personally, but he has gotten close to a
marginalized population in his many years of research on the homeless. Calvin described
some of the aggression he experienced from others as an African American male and has
counseled innumerable students at the several colleges where he has served as a residence life
advisor and counselor. As a part of the Jewish community, Daniel is no stranger to
marginalization and experienced anti-Semitic comments at an early age. He spoke of the posttraumatic stress disorder experienced by Holocaust survivors when faced with neo-Nazi
groups. Daniel is also acutely aware of the civil rights struggles of many other groups and
spoke in depth about the plight of African Americans and the Hmong during the Hurricane
Katrina disaster and the period of rebuilding that followed. Esther lived at 81st and Wood in
the Auburn Gresham neighborhood until the eighth grade. This area is one of many Chicago
neighborhoods affected by struggling schools, poverty, and limited opportunities for youth,
and Esther has a clear sense that these hardships are the current phase of suffering for a people
who have been “historically dehumanized” and that “mentality is passed down” and
“institutionally supported” as evidenced by the dismissal of their needs for safety and
resources. She explains that “somebody has to be at the bottom,” and the historically
oppressed are “easy picking.” Esther also experienced marginalization for “being too

241
successful in a system that wasn’t designed for [her] to succeed.” Even in her own extended
family, her academic achievements made her seem like an oddity to those who hadn’t
successfully navigated barriers to educational attainment. The Dreamkeepers seem to
understand and empathize with the plight of those struggling for rights, resources, and respect
based on a combination of their own experiences with the world and through empathy of the
marginalization experiences of others.
Transformative experiences have brought the Dreamkeepers to the teaching profession
with a deep sense of purpose. Annemarie experienced the passion of the nuns who were social
activists and the sense of chaos and fear during the volatile riots the day the Martin Luther
King, Jr., was killed. It became her mission to stand up for those who need support. Bob
experienced a discipline that named many things that he had seen throughout his life but
didn’t have a name for when he took sociology for the first time. He wanted to help others
who were aware of problems in society, like he had been, but lacked a framework to discuss
them. Calvin happened upon a role leading a Bible study when a guest speaker didn’t make it
and ended up finding his calling as a teacher and a counselor. Daniel was stunned when he
heard about Jim Crow era discrimination through the description of his third-grade teacher,
who was an African American female, and he also learned history through the lens of a Latino
teacher in high school. Having teachers who were Black and Latino gave Daniel the
opportunity of seeing society through diverse lenses, which fueled Daniel’s intellectual
curiosity about the treatment of individuals and their relationships with the laws and politics
of the land. Esther was attending school in New Orleans when Hurricane Katrina hit and got
the last seat on the last train out of New Orleans. The loss of life as she knew it and thoughts
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of the many whose lives were completely destroyed caused her to experience post-traumatic
stress disorder, which made her more sensitive to the struggles of students who have
experienced loss through a tragic event, displacement, or other life burden. Each Dreamkeeper
has been shaped and energized for their work as educators by their transformative
experiences.
Continued attention to social justice is a common hallmark of the Dreamkeepers.
Annemarie demonstrated that she has stayed tuned to the civil rights issues of the times since
her early exposure in the 1960s. She stays abreast of the struggles of the school system right
along with the protests in the Black Lives Matter movement. Rather than viewing the protests
in Baltimore as riots of angry, disenfranchised youth, she took the time to find out the details
of what community leaders such as Elijah Cummings explained it was about. Inside and
outside of the classroom, Bob uses his affinity for popular comedians, comedy sketches, and
television shows about social issues related to race and culture as a conduit to illustrate and
then break down stereotypes. For example, he talks about Dave Chappelle responding to a
racist stereotype about “Blacks and chickens being fond of one another,” in which Dave says
it was so racist, it was like watching it in a movie and that he couldn’t get mad because he was
in such disbelief that it actually happened. These remarks provide insight into the feelings of
those experiencing racial stereotypes and microaggressions. Calvin keeps his finger on the
pulse of social issues by talking with friends, family members, and students about their
experiences as people of color in a predominately White area. He gets a clear sense of the
problems students are facing related to scrutiny of cultural expressions in the workplace as
well as humiliating experiences in the classroom. Daniel stays current on students’ needs as
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well as trends in the field by conducting surveys of students’ experiences and attending
conferences on diversity and inclusion issues in higher education and political science. He
works to inform his own facilitation as well as contribute to awareness of diversity and
inclusion efforts in his discipline. Esther follows and makes cultural references to current
social issues to connect to students’ lived experiences. She also serves as a mentor to students
and faculty of color, taking an active leadership role in diversity and inclusion efforts to
support the student body as well as sustain faculty. It was no coincidence that some of the
same events, like Hurricane Katrina, became a motif. Although it occurs in a variety of ways,
each Dreamkeeper actively attends to social justice issues as a part of building awareness to
provide context to their own as well as their students’ lives. Although the backgrounds and
experiences of the Dreamkeepers are vastly different, the types of experiences they have had
gave them a culturally relevant disposition as well as the awareness and skill sets to be
culturally responsive to students’ needs.
The concept of hosting collaborative interpretation sessions to discuss and analyze the
data was a part of Ladson-Billings’s (2009) original Dreamkeepers study. As an adaptation
from her study, I convened two groups of people who have been involved in professional
development trainings or campus events related to diversity to interpret excerpts from the data
along with the faculty participants from the study. The collaborative interpretation sessions
included faculty from various disciplines including art, humanities, nursing, English,
diversity, sociology, political science, human services, adult education, health science, and
health careers. There was also one education faculty member from an area university who has
been involved with diversity programming at the community college. Also in attendance was
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an administrator who works with professional development and evaluation of adjunct faculty,
a professional-technical staff member who organizes faculty professional development, and
an instructional designer from the area that supports educational technology. Annemarie,
Daniel, and Esther were part of collaborative interpretation session 1 and Bob and Calvin
were part of collaborative session 2. Examining the data with the collaborative interpretation
groups led to discussions that centered on four major themes related to the needs of the
research site: the need for valuing and affirming the work, moving from discomfort to
empathic engagement, creating and utilizing a shared lexicon, and moving toward institutional
integrity.

CHAPTER 8
GET BEHIND IT! AFFIRMING THE WORK AS A CAMPUS COMMUNITY

Some faculty and staff at the research site perceive the need for an institutional shift
towards cultural relevance and responsiveness, while others see it as less of a priority.
Participants in the collaborative interpretation sessions expressed that the opportunity to
discuss the data was productive in achieving a better understanding of what is needed to
support and reinforce the efforts faculty and staff have been undertaking to provide culturally
relevant and responsive instruction to students. The collaborative group conveyed that the
ideas of having a strong sense of purpose and being culturally authentic were the ones they
related to the most. Calvin felt that it made sense that having a strong sense of purpose may be
a reasonable expectation for an educator who identifies as culturally competent:
The common theme of a purpose is something that resonates with me. When you teach
or do your work with a sense of purpose, I think it makes it all come together. I think
that is beautiful—maybe an expected thing to be there for people who are identified as
being culturally competent.
Another faculty member described the need for a strong commitment to the work in order to
do it well:
You can’t do everything that we do in a classroom without having a commitment to
what you are doing and having a sense of purpose….You can’t do a good job of
teaching unless you have a sense of purpose, unless you believe in what you are doing.
Additionally, the group members embraced the concept of cultural integrity as an essential
aspect of working with diverse students. One participant expressed how it resonated with her:
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I think for me, the reflection of authenticity really struck home—to not pretend to be
someone or something else. That students see right through that and others see through
that—that really is very important.
In response, a faculty member described the process of gaining cultural awareness and
integrity:
Own your experience and know that you are presenting it from your own experience
and that shapes your lens. As far as teaching, I think that’s also a perspective to be
aware of. There’s a concept of ethnocentrism where we think that the ways we have
been taught, at least some people believe, that the ways that we’ve been taught are the
best ways, and I think sometimes we blindly accept that and follow that kind of
thinking and teaching, but it’s from our own lens and what we’ve been exposed to.
And the more we get exposed to different perspectives, the more we can kinda
evaluate with different lenses, and then to know that our students come from a
different lens in a lot of ways, and the way that we navigate it may not be the same
way they do. I like the concept of own your lens, own where you’re coming from.
Calvin added a comment about the need to “give validity to the other perspectives…our
perspective is valid, and so is theirs. How do we share this experience together?” A strong
sense of purpose and commitment to cultural integrity were immediate points of connection.
The group also expressed relief at having this work affirmed and hoped to garner more
support going forward. One faculty member summarized her feelings about the session as
well as her belief in the importance of more work to promote similar efforts:
It was very affirming to me, and I think that as a community of educators, it’s really
important for us to find ways to support each other around doing the work in this way
because when we start to treat our contact, our engagement, our interactions with
students as valuable relationships, sometimes that doesn’t get seen as as valuable as
the types of assessment or the rigor of the course or the student retention rate….It’s
also process verses task.
As a community college that is primarily evaluated by completion of degrees and certificates,
there is often a greater emphasis on supporting the most promising students as opposed to
assisting those who are less likely to succeed.
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Another participant shared that the reason the common conceptions and shared aims of
culturally relevant instruction aren’t as valued probably should be is that they are considered a
matter of more personal aspects of identity or value systems. Some faculty may think of
contextualizing their content in the social realities of people from different cultural or
religious groups as inappropriate or off limits without actually realizing that in not making the
material culturally relevant, they are then only representing their own lenses.
Wow! I love the collection of quotes and data you brought forth because I really feel
you’re giving a very full picture, cause, like you said, there might be some overlap, but
they are all coming from very unique perspectives, which I love. And I felt like most
of them, the reason why these ideas aren’t as valued or not as readily taught to
teachers is because they are about values and values are sometimes associated, well
sometimes they are culturally specific, sometimes religiously specific, you know like a
lot of the things I was thinking, being Jewish, when I was listening to all this, is a lot
of these are Jewish values, but they’re not just Jewish values. They’re just good
values, like having that compassion to not judge right away but no not judge but to
ask.
Part of culturally relevant teaching is to appreciate the way people from diverse racial, ethnic,
and cultural groups are more alike than different and share some of the same fundamental
values. The danger lies in defining others only by how they are different and never
recognizing common ground. Another participant talked about not realizing that there was a
problem with the monocultural representations in the mainstream culture until encountering
someone who would be overtly underrepresented. A discussion about not having goods
representing various racial, ethnic, and religious identities such as Barbie dolls marketed for
children served as an example of something that the participant had been used to but was then
prompted to question. She described her realization:
I could see that being one of those eye-opening [experiences], “How is this relevant to
me when I’m not the one doing it.” But even if you’re not the one doing it, you’re
benefitting from it, you know. I think a lot of people feel like they don’t have power to
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do anything about it. It’s like, “I didn’t make these Barbies, although I’m benefitting
from the fact that they look like me,” and I perhaps didn’t, I’m putting myself in that
mindset, perhaps didn’t think about that—when all marketing is towards White
people, everything just seems great. And you don’t notice that it’s towards White
people because you are not observing that; it’s not until you see someone distinctly
different from you, you can’t relate to them at all, that you realize that the marketing is
not for you. Being someone who’s mixed race, when I see White people in a
marketing thing, it doesn’t bother me at all because I see it all the time….I don’t
notice because I am so used to it growing up; even though that is not me, I’m
American, so there are other things I relate to about it. So, it’s not until I see someone
completely from another country, another race, different clothing, and then I’m like,
“wait a minute.” Now I’m noticing. So, a lot of people don’t even notice because
they’re the ones benefitting. But then you bring attention to something like the Barbie
doll thing and it’s like, “Whoa, okay, now I’m paying attention.” And then, when you
help people, I would like to know, in some cases, “So, what can I do about it?”
It may be that even when educators are aware of cultural hegemony and desire to include
other cultural lenses and perspectives than their own, they are not sure how. There was a
discussion about concerns as to whether we have moved the needle on success of African
American males at the college, which was named as a goal in the previous strategic plan. An
administrator in the room confirmed the group’s perceptions, “We have not moved the needle
from the data standpoint.” The consensus of the group was that culturally relevant and
responsive pedagogy needed to be a more substantial institutional priority to improve the
experiences and outcomes of students of color rather than college leaders being satisfied with
a handful of faculty members striving for diverse student engagement across campus.
I think it’s people that take the initiative to really change their method. I think very
few faculty are….I think it’s really faculty member to faculty member who’s really
doing these kinds of changes. I don’t feel like the institution is doing a wholesale
cultural….I just really feel like it’s people like us who take the initiative to do that, to
make that change, and it seems kind of atomistic like it’s a little bit here, a little bit
there. I don’t really feel like a tie or a kind of network. It’s talked about, but I don’t
really feel that network. You kinda have to take these classes or seek it out or make
your own changes. I still hear discrimination going on in the hall with faculty talking
and discriminating against students based on background, based on class...it’s still
around. It doesn’t really feel like it’s gone anywhere.
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There was also a call for compiling resources on culturally relevant and responsive teaching at
the community college that was responded to with enthusiasm from the group.
I enjoyed hearing how different faculty approach culturally relevant and responsive
pedagogy in their classrooms. The information in the presentation was great. I would
like to see this information in a handbook or website to refer to.
The group was also aware, though, that the people who were already active in diverse student
engagement and support related efforts were primarily the ones in the sessions. There was a
discussion about how even faculty in leadership positions didn’t regularly attend diversity
events, symposiums, and professional development opportunities for diversity and inclusion.
Looking at research or conducting research that brings those people to the table to
really mine why they don’t come out to these kinds of activities…that target group,
why they don’t participate in these kinds of activities, why they have a tendency of
being rather dismissive about conversations related to privilege, related to oppression,
so on and so forth….And, this isn’t all White folks, right, there are a gang of Black
folks that, you know, they have certain terms, well, we have certain terms that we call
those people within the community, but we won’t go into all that. But, there’s that
question that always kind of looms in the background of any kind of activity that any
one of us puts on, whether that’s in our classroom or just a general activity or an extracurricular activity for the campus. We know that the true believers and the die-hards
are always going to come out, and the resistors are always going to stay at home
because they seemingly don’t care. So, what is it about the subject in and of itself that
makes them not care to the extent that they don’t even want to show up to have the
conversation. Or, if they are there, they’re just completely, it’s like, “We have to go
through another one of these again.”
The group talked about how to get more broad-based engagement, both with those who are
reluctant to engage in the conversations at all as well as with those who are on board
ideologically but don’t perceive value in related activities.
This is my personal opinion of observing….A couple of times people have literally
said this. On the one hand, in terms of training, I think a lot of people feel like they’ve
been in the conversation, but now what. You know what I mean? They want literally
like take-aways, so I know this is an issue, but what specifically can I do with this
information to make my class better? Like, they want concrete….That was actually
something I heard after our diversity retreat. And then the other side, I feel like some
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people, specifically Whites, feel like they are blamed for everything,…but did I do
it?…The people who don’t want to show up feel like you’re pointing a finger at them,
and they might have grown up being one of the most, you know, open-minded, nonjudgmental, whether it’s true or not, that’s another thing, but at least believing about
themselves that they did not fuel the fire but if anything they spent their energy doing
the opposite, so why are people pointing finger at me, which then turns them away
from wanting to go to something like that. If it felt more like, okay, so this has
happened, this is part of history, but we’re not here to point fingers and to blame,
we’re here to see how can we make change, you know, like talking as partners,
because I know that a lot of people feel like, you know, they’re being accused of
something that they literally didn’t walk those steps or whatever they feel.
Some faculty may see the lack of practical applications for diversity related workshops, while
others don’t perceive the need for the workshops as they don’t believe that there is a problem
to be addressed or are weary of being blamed. This phenomenon of White fatigue (Flynn,
2015), in which White people are reluctant to talk about race and racism because of a
reluctance to be labeled as racist despite understanding the moral imperative of engaging in
related issues, continues to weaken efforts to meaningfully engage the majority of faculty.
Others may simply feel that it is not a necessary consideration for their teaching.
I think that those kinds of people, that population if you will, sometimes they don’t
think that it relates to them because they’ve never had a problem and so they can’t go
beyond their own life experience to understand that other people have that problem,
but I also think that within our culture today, because of the changing demographic in
this country, I think that might force that population to be more threatened now and
really, really nervous about what can happen to them now that more than half of the
population is going to be not White.
Not only do some White faculty feel adversely about participation in diversity and inclusion
programs because they feel unjust blame, some others truly don’t believe there is a problem to
address because they have never experienced discrimination based on their identity.
Additionally, some may feel even more reluctant to engage when starting to feel outnumbered
and out of control. To get more of these reluctant faculty on campus involved and invested,

251
there needs to be an understanding of all of the obstacles in place as well as an institutionwide effort to transform the way we approach diversity.
We’re quite possibly doing a number of things in our classrooms, but as far as
coordinated activities the next level up, I think there’s a dearth of that. I think there are
a number of kind of structural and organizational barriers….I’ve been thinking a lot
about the barriers to solutions….It’s probably best to sort of have a sense of the nature
of us as an organization before we try to adopt strategy to address issues here because
if we are pulling the strategy off a shelf somewhere, it might have been built for an
entirely different kind of environment.
The individuals and groups that are more reluctant to engage in and support coordinated
efforts toward more culturally relevant and responsive teaching are going to have to buy into
the problem and the process in order to create effective change.

Moving From Discomfort to Empathic Engagement

The collaborative group agreed that when looking at issues of oppression, whether in
the classroom or in a professional development forum, there will be discomfort. It is this
uneasiness that often leads to resistance to engagement in the discourse. Faculty, staff, and
administrators who have planned, coordinated, facilitated, or participated in professional
development efforts around diversity on campus expressed similar concerns that discomfort
leads to disengagement. Each individual is important, and the ones who tune out may matter
most.
I want that person to not shut down, they might keep their mind open; it’s not about
them feeling comfortable, but I don’t want them to shut down. I want them to listen
and feel and understand what you are saying.
Diversity topics may cause faculty to avoid discussions. Calvin expressed that students also
have a tendency to disengage when they are not comfortable with ideas presented in class.
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I had a student today that said he didn’t do well in the class because the teacher
presented something that he just disagreed with, so he just zoned out. I said, “You’re
not there to agree with what’s being taught, you’re there to learn what’s being taught
and to be able to say, ‘Well, I disagree.’ You should know what you disagree with.”
The group discussed the need to promote the idea of respectful discourse, “We have a
responsibility to teach students to interpret, evaluate, and decide what they believe” the same
way we should be engaging in dialogues as professionals.
The group consensus was that there is a need to “start putting it out there that it is
going to be uncomfortable,” so that the campus community would embrace that as a part of
the process. If the culture of the conversation humanizes (Flynn, 2015) everyone involved in
the discourse, participants will be more likely to authentically engage in the process. Just as a
classroom must be “safe in the sense that all students can share ideas and express
themselves,” professional development space must be a place where respectful discourse is
honored. There was a consensus among participants that individuals across campus needed to
understand how discourse works. “This is going to be uncomfortable, but as long as you
express it respectfully, you have a right.”
The emphasis shifted when a faculty member pointed out the irony of tip-toeing
around the issues to protect the level of comfort of participants.
Fascinating. I tend to have a problem with the notion of comfort. I feel like that is a
completely socially constructed idea, well-researched, socially, historically,
economically, politically supported, but I have to be concerned about whether you are
comfortable, and appear as if I am somehow outside of my own body, so any
examples I have are going to be filtered through a Black experience, even if I tell a
story about a friend who is White, it is still filtered through my Black experience, tone,
point of departure. With culturally relevant pedagogy and responsive teaching, where
does this comfort or safety become a problem or hurdle? A rhetorical or pedagogical
foil? …about safety…I get fed up when talking about White privilege when no one
cared about my safety when I was called a slave or erased from the curriculum.
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The need to maintain this type of comfort around campus can be seen in efforts to remove
even any environmental text related to diversity issues on campus. One faculty member talked
about her frustrations of not being able to post Black Lives Matter flyers on her office door:
I have an incident that really bothered me. It had to do with a Black Lives Matters
flyer. There were some Black Lives Matters flyers up around campus, and then the
police were told to take them down. So, we had police in the Art department, because
there were flyers up, coming repeatedly to the Art department looking for flyers,
taking them off faculty doors—I’m not just talking about on tables—I’m talking about
faculty doors. And then, I thought it was interesting that this was a directive to go
around and take these down. And when I talked to a police officer, I was told that it
didn’t have a college logo,…but then I noticed there were some Crew flyers, or
Christians on campus flyers, that didn’t have a college logo either, and those were not
being taken down….There was repeated police coming around because I put mine
back up and it was taken down, and I was told “You’re not allowed to have this up; it
doesn’t have a college logo.” And then the other day, I was walking around, and I
noticed there were other flyers by other student groups,…they were not being taken
down. So, I found that a little disturbing—on campus!
It seems that some flyers are permitted without approval whereas others are immediately
removed. Another faculty member talked about having a small, laminated Safe Space poster
indicating that a faculty member has taken a training to support LGBTQ students on campus
removed from her door twice along with a rainbow diversity sticker. In this case, it was
unknown who took the posters, but it didn’t speak to a welcoming campus climate. An
additional example included avoidance of talking directly to the office hosting a diversity
event when questions arose.
We had a program with the Black Student Union a couple years ago…and it was with
the Black Panthers, former Black Panthers, and we had flyers up and we had the name
CML [Center for Multicultural Learning] and call us if you have questions, and the
police had questions, and they called every other office except the one on the flyer to
ask questions, and had other people calling to ask me questions, and I’m like, why
wouldn’t they call the number that’s on the flyer….They asked, would I want to file a
complaint. They said, do you want to do it anonymously or do you want to put your
name on it? Put my name on it! I want them to know….Word got back to me that the
officers were upset, they said “We’re not upset, but the fellas were a little surprised
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that you filed that complaint.” Nobody ever talked to me about it, that’s why I put my
name on the complaint. You know, there’s a complaint by this guy! I’m complaining
about you! So, when you get that complaint, maybe you’ll engage and come talk to
me. They didn’t come talk to me about it. So, when time passed, I brought it back to
them. They still didn’t talk very much about it; they just kind of listened. And I know
them all. I don’t have any problems, I don’t think, with any of the officers. It was kind
of puzzling, how does that go and why would that not be initiated if they really have
questions?
The group erupted in overlapping responses that indicated that they attributed the avoidance
to discomfort about the topic:
Response 1: Does that have something to do with…Do people feel safe having those
conversations?
Response 2: I don’t think they’re comfortable.
Response 3: I don’t think those officers probably felt safe…I mean I can’t speak for
them.
Response 4: I don’t know about safe, but they don’t feel comfortable to have an
authentic conversation?
Response 5: I don’t think we have an environment that supports that dialogue, the
difficult dialogue, but it’s ok to have it.
It was clear that participants widely accepted that the behavior was most likely related to
individuals being uncomfortable in talking about issues related to diversity, even with the
Center for Multicultural Learning. The mention of safety implies that they may also fear
scrutiny for raising questions about the event, so they didn’t want to make the office
sponsoring the event aware of their concerns. Additionally, discussion about the environment
not being conducive to “difficult dialogue” indicated that perhaps the majority of the people
comprising the environment were believed to be uncomfortable or unsafe having these
discussions related to their concerns about the diversity event.
In the media, news stories of higher accountability in the aftermath of racial incidents
may have actually heightened sensitivities and discomfort for those in leadership positions on
campus. Chicago Police Superintendent McCarthy was asked to resign (Fantz & Yan, 2015)
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after protests for lack of proper oversight following a number of publicized incidents of
excessive and deadly force, including the killing of a Laquan McDonald, who was shot 16
times, with most of the shots fired after he had fallen to the ground. The President and
Chancellor at the University of Missouri (McLaughlin, 2015) also resigned after protests,
including a hunger strike and football team walk-off, over the administration’s lack of
responsiveness to racism on the predominately White Columbia campus. Participants talked
about specific examples where discussions of this new level of accountability led to obvious
discomfort.
I know I must have made the president uncomfortable when I talked about McCarthy
and college presidents resigning because of racial incidents and said that we need to
do our due diligence here. The next day, he said I made an inappropriate comment, so
I was uncomfortable because I made him uncomfortable,…pushing the envelope is
going to make people uncomfortable; we are going to be uncomfortable.
Another participant responded. “You left with an uncomfortable feeling because there’s an
elephant in the room.” The group talked about people not coming to the diversity-related
events and professional development opportunities or not engaging when they are there, but
they also shared experiences of others being uncomfortable to have a discussion about
anything even remotely related to diversity.
Daniel offered an observation about the visceral reaction of some students when
another student indicated involvement in social justice movements related to diversity such as
Black Lives Matter, which seems to be a response that people who are reluctant to be active in
these types of movements are trying to avoid.
The idea of safety is something I thought about—one of my students is half Filipino
and half Mexican, also enrolled in Loyola, and is part of the movement. Another
student said, “Oh, you are one of those people,” the other, so we had to spend some
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time understanding it through a political lens as a social movement….If the person had
said, I don’t agree with the social movement, I think it would have gone differently.
The reluctance to engage in the conversation can also be about not wanting to be labeled as
“one of those people,” which refers to people who are thought of as stirring up trouble. There
are certain social dimensions that White, middle-class family values often discourage
discussion about. Topics like income and politics are identified as impolite, but issues related
to racism are so taboo, they are among those not even named. The term “Minnesota nice”
(Veldof & Bonnema, 2014) refers to exchanging pleasantries but maintaining a distance,
which can sometimes be a way to actually mask underlying biases by promoting an aversion
to conflict and confrontation as a part of a single-minded resistance to change. Similarly, in
the South, expressions like “not necessarily” or “I don’t suppose so” are used as a way to
politely say “no,” without actually saying it, just as “bless their little hearts” can actually be a
backhanded blessing (Dyer, 2012) used to comment upon people who are homely or idiotic
and are to be pitied because they can’t help it. These expressions serve as a symbol for acting
as if everything is copacetic throughout many eras of indignities that were allowed to stand. It
takes this sort of a lack of engagement, interest, or feeling to allow something as horrendous
as slavery to persist for hundreds of years. It is unlikely that people could have condoned
slavery if they had actually discussed and faced the realities of the institution in their totality,
but they were able to avoid the discourse altogether with an utter dismissal of the subject that
was cloaked in cultural courtesy.
The reluctance to talk about issues of race in this culture may be an extension of the
subtle lessons that it is impolite to talk about any topic that may make someone
uncomfortable, which would certainly include race in many cases. If race is discussed openly,
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the person speaking boldly of the topic may be considered “one of those people,” depending
on the audience. The label is part of a defense system that keeps people from challenging the
status quo and can be applied to anyone who challenges mainstream values. For example,
there is a cultural phenomenon of overlooking the cruelties of industrialized farming (Patton,
2014) involving great suffering for both undocumented factory farm workers laboring in
hazardous conditions and defenseless animals. Most consider supporting this industry as a
part of how the economy functions and consuming the resulting goods as a matter of personal
choice. It isn’t too far of a stretch to imagine people in the nineteenth century conceptualizing
owning human chattel as a necessary part of the economy and a matter of personal choice as
well, and an outspoken abolitionist was no doubt often characterized as “one those people”
going around making people feel uncomfortable. In order for people to engage in the issues,
empathy must be developed that cannot come without a frank discussion of social realities.
Daniel explains that students can develop empathy for one another, even when they disagree
on the issues, which furthers the dialogue on difficult topics.
One thing I did want to point out, at least in my own teaching, is while I do want to be
culturally relevant to each person, I want it to then lead to an empathy and some
knowledge that bridges these divides and helps everyone succeed and prosper. So, to
give you an example, just the other day, we’re doing a discrimination project, you
choose a group that’s discriminated against, in your opinion. It gets everyone working
on what their specific opinion was and one that was a bit controversial but ended up
really helping the class was one of the students wanted to do unborn babies. Unborn
babies are discriminated against, and she gave this whole presentation, and one of the
students asked afterwards, and I knew that she is of a very much different mindset
regarding this issue, but she said, are you ever discriminated against based on your
beliefs? And I thought that was a very telling question because people with different
viewpoints can still build empathy and learn from each other. What it’s really about is
using this as a tool for them to let people interact in a fundamentally positive way.
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Several participants talked about modeling compassion and empathy as essential elements of
creating an environment where diversity dialogues can flourish.
I don’t think that one needs to formally teach compassion; I think you model it. I think
the people in the classroom model it, and it rubs off. I use the term loosely, but I think
it rubs off on students because one models the expectation, not only stating it, but
showing how this actually works.
Setting the tone for active participation that involves the desire to understand and interpret
information with compassion and empathy was also described as important.
I teach diversity, and the majority of my class is predominately White. The first couple
minutes of coming into class, I will kind of take a tone and do an activity to see how
well they participate….You don’t always have to agree, but have understanding,
compassion, empathy from these experiences from your peers.
Educators must get past the discomfort that they and their students may feel in order to make
significant progress in moving towards empathic engagement. In order to adopt anti-racist
pedagogy, faculty need to have deeper knowledge about racial and cultural identity as it
relates to themselves and others in order to de-center and extend empathy as activists to
combat racial inequalities (Howard, 2003). Engaging in these difficult issues is part of the
commitment to students’ well-being and success.

Creating and Utilizing a Shared Lexicon

In order for the campus community is able to engage in the dialogue, there must be a
shared lexicon of terms that are widely accepted so that greater awareness, understanding, and
improvement can take place. However, the terms that have emerged to embody phenomena
related to racism are often misrepresented or even challenged, thus derailing the participants’
ability to carry the discussion forward. One faculty member participating in the first
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collaborative interpretation session explained the confusion that can result when terms are
used loosely or inaccurately:
There is a lexicon with the way we talk about it that doesn’t get translated really well
and can be drastically different than what gets talked about in the classroom….One
student said, “I’m blonde, I get oppressed.” That may not be oppression, but you may
have really had it hard….Oftentimes there is a tendency for students to appropriate or
misappropriate terms…I use the stereotype to oppression pyramid…yours might be
closely related to a gender stereotype, but does this look like oppression or something
else?
The campus community as a whole may not understand that whether an act is considered
oppression depends on the power dynamic. Insults based on one’s blondeness would be
considered a stereotype, not a form of oppression. The group discussed how people misuse
the term microaggression, saying they “throw it around” and then people start to feel affronted
because of the implication of hostility in the word aggression, when sometimes a
microaggression is caused by more of a lack of awareness than a desire to injure. One
participant described a conversation with a colleague in which he referred to something she
said as a “reverse microaggression.” Shaking her head, the participant responded, “There is no
such thing.” Another participant described a similar frustration with people misunderstanding
and dismissing the term microaggression:
People try to challenge the actual theory that has been tested over 40 years. There is a
book by Sue,…Microaggressions in Everyday Life. People hearing that word just turn
off. Once Sue’s book came out, and it became a much bigger part of the lexicon, the
conservative blogosphere got a hold of that and then started developing arguments
against the idea of microaggressions and started talking about microaggressions as
though it was this new phenomenon, and it’s just a bunch of bleeding heart liberals
being too sensitive without really giving any kind of credence to the fact that this
comes from sociology and has been tested…They took microaggressions out of
context. We are actually on the side of the angels, but our ideas get misrepresented…
it’s like three-card monte—that’s what happens with our concepts. They’ve been so
watered down by various sources. Fox news along with others are implicated in that,
that when you try to use the language, the resistors already have ready-made
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arguments to argue against them. It makes it that much more difficult to even move
the ball down the field for anyone who comes into your class who might not even
really know or even thought about it.
In order for faculty, staff, and administrators to have a meaningful dialogue about issues of
diversity and inclusion on campus, the research and associated terminology in the field must
be respected and understood.
Microaggressions are often misinterpreted as a slight against anyone, but actually refer
specifically to slights from the dominant group to the subordinated group (Sue, 2010). A
common example of a microaggression is a person of color being passed over in a place of
business so that a White customer can be served first. Although passing over people of color
could be a function of unconscious bias or any number of factors on the part of the worker,
White people need to be conscious of how their behaviors make people of color feel by the
way they treat them in the context of the a racialized society. They need to understand their
own cultural capital as well as relationship of their identity to the identities of others, which
leads to more culturally responsive behaviors. Even though they might believe that they were
not coming from a place of bias, they must realize their actions or words could easily be
perceived as such and will therefore continue to rub salt in the wounds of those who suffer
regular indignities. That is part of cultural integrity: understanding the social dynamic one is
operating in and responding accordingly. A simple, “who was waiting first” should be the
standard way to determine who to help first, which would be basic cultural competency in a
professional environment. The power dynamic in the context of the predominately White
campus prohibits “reverse microaggressions.” Understanding of the term relies on awareness
of the elements of the social structure and social inequalities. As one participant summarized,
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“The idea about terms is really important.” If the campus community does not understand and
accept the terms representing phenomena that have been widely researched, it restricts the
dialogue and any potential progress.

Toward Institutional Integrity

The importance of developing greater cultural integrity as a collective of individuals
and as an institution to support diverse students’ needs was emphasized by a participant
referring to the data excerpts that showed the essence of responsiveness to students’ needs as
the willingness to work it out together.
When there’s pushback in terms of contact with our colleagues around these issues,
it’s about wait, don’t adjust, don’t adapt, don’t accommodate; it’s like wait a minute
this is about one of the languages [in the study] from one of the instructors, “Let’s
make it work together.” I don’t think that’s a popular thing to do. I think it’s about
stick to the syllabus, be firm, be structured, not “let’s work this out.” This is a
relationship and we might be the bridge between you completing and moving forward
with your goals or dreams or we might be the bridge somewhere else, you know,
based on how we handle those types of complexities.
The emphasis on a collective effort of the employees of the institution mirrors the need for
teachers and students to overcome obstacles as a partnership. Some of these barriers to
success are related to inequities that can be difficult to discuss. Teachers must be encouraged
to become politically uncomfortable (Hastie et al., 2006), particularly when not a part of the
cultural group(s) they are teaching as they evaluate their own place and privilege. They must
then evaluate what they are doing to disrupt inequity and support the students’ needs. This
allows them to participate in the act of praxis (Hastie et al., 2006), which means reflecting on
and considering the social aspects that impact their teaching and their students and taking
action when necessary.
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Successful initiatives of the college that have had ongoing institutional support are the
student clubs and organizations facilitated by the faculty counselors in the Center for
Multicultural Learning, which serve as points of connection for students of color who need
help and support to navigate the environment. Calvin described the importance of the
relationships for improving the persistence rates of African American students:
Actually we have quite a few returners…with some of the clubs we start to develop
some of those relationships…and they still around….I think that’s the thing that’s
uncommon—that you don’t necessarily see that in general around the campus where
they are connected to a certain area and remain connected to that area. There’s
probably a lot more transition in other areas.
Even with these programs and some improvement in success and completion rates, African
American students are still the lowest performing group at the college, and the number of
African American students at the college is so low, that the improvements may be
exaggerated when expressed in percentages. The participants feel that there is much work to
be done around efforts to develop culturally relevant dispositions and the cultural integrity,
awareness, and skills needed for cultural responsiveness as described in the study.
I think that when we were talking in the beginning about having some sort of
immersion or transformative activity to change people’s values or at least have them
question certain learned values, I think that somehow that needs to happen for a
college-wide, transformative education experience because, like many people said, it
may be happening in siloed areas or some instructors are doing it better, but if you’re
not in their class, then you’re not privy to that. So, I don’t know how.
Some of the faculty many not change in their awareness or dispositions in relation to students
of color or become more responsive any time soon, if ever. However, continued efforts should
be made to increase sociocultural consciousness of structures, practices, and norms that do not
create equal opportunities for students from marginalized and disadvantaged groups (Gist,
2014). Working to better understand and reduce barriers should become part of the
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professional culture. A faculty member in the second collaborative interpretation session
shared concerns about lack of awareness among her peers regarding diversity issues:
I don’t know how you change that. There are enlightened faculty…and there are some
faculty that, just like we were talking about before, about the Trump game. And,
unfortunately, I think we have some faculty members here who have that mindset. I
don’t want to, I hate to, believe that, but we do…we have some people here like that
and we need to do something to change that, to change those people, to change those
values that exist in those people here because that’s really, it’s tragic, and if they
impart that attitude to students who are culturally different, that’s really horrible.
In order to transform the institution, there must be dialogue; faculty have to be willing to
spend time as learners and engage in formal study about culturally responsive teaching
(Sleeter, 2010). Even though there will be faulty members who may never get on board, new
faculty recruitment should include identification of principles of culturally relevant pedagogy
and characteristics of cultural responsiveness as further clarified in this study.

CHAPTER 9
GET MOVING! INSTITUTIONAL GROWTH AND ACCOUNTABILITY

This study was inspired by Gloria-Ladson Billings’s (2009) Dreamkeepers study in
which she profiled teachers who were recommended as successful teachers of African
American students. Her research design was developed for and conducted at the elementaryschool level, so it was modified for the community-college setting. Instead of parents and
administrators recommending faculty members for the study, faculty participants were
recommended by African American students, advisors, and administrators. In addition,
Ladson-Billings’s original interview protocol was adapted to be more applicable to the
community college environment. A series of interviews, observations, and artifact analysis
was used to provide rich description and understanding of the faculty participants’
backgrounds and experiences; conceptions of society, education, and students; aims for
student success, educational attainment, and social justice; and instructional approaches. The
findings from this study provided additional descriptions of dispositions and approaches that
characterize culturally relevant and responsive teaching at the community college level.
Further categorization of the interview data gave deeper insight into how common
conceptions, shared visions, and responsive approaches are developed in community college
faculty members.
This study confirms Ladson-Billings’s (2009) conclusions that culturally relevant
teaching is not a matter of race, gender, or specific teaching style, but rather a manifestation
of a culturally relevant dispositions, pedagogical approaches, and responsiveness. The faculty
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participants in this study describe common conceptions and shared visions identified by
Ladson-Billings (2009), and a variety of instructional approaches that fit the characteristics of
culturally responsive teaching as classified by Geneva Gay (2010). The Dreamkeeper faculty
profiled in this study embody the culturally relevant pedagogical approaches and cultural
responsiveness of successful teachers of African American students, and all students, in the
community college setting. The results of this study provide a deeper understanding of
cultural relevance, cultural integrity, and cultural responsiveness. The Dreamkeepers have
also provided greater clarity as to the characteristics and approaches that best support
community college students to inform faculty recruitment and professional development in
addition to teaching practices.

Implications

Indicators for Faculty Recruitment

As part of the hiring process for new faculty at the research site, there has been a
diversity question in the list of questions a search committee asks. The question might vary
depending on the discipline, but it could be as simple as, “What multicultural texts do you
use?” in a literature-based discipline. Although there have been efforts to instruct committees
to hire diverse faculty members and, more recently, a diverse faculty fellows program for
students from underrepresented groups who just finished graduate school, there have not been
processes in place that identify candidates as diverse hires based on experiences that develop
a culturally relevant disposition or attempts to identify characteristics of culturally responsive
teaching in application materials, interview responses, or teaching demonstrations.
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With the awareness of the principles of culturally relevant pedagogy (Ladson-Billings,
2009) such as the common conceptions and shared visions of the Dreamkeepers in the study,
these characteristics would be fairly easy to identify in prospective candidates. Examination
of application materials or interview questions could be utilized to identify candidates who
have the types of backgrounds and experiences that cultivate a culturally relevant disposition.
Applicants who demonstrate limited cultural knowledge and sociopolitical awareness may
have a tendency toward stereotyping and labeling students and teaching from a monolithic
cultural perspective rather than meeting diverse students’ needs (Schmeichel, 2012). If these
types of culturally relevant knowledge were to become a central focus of the interview
process and candidate evaluation metrics, it would also have the effect of increasing the
visibility and worth of these characteristics in the field of education. Culturally insular
teachers who have not had broad exposure to diverse cultural perspectives may not be aware
of how they shape students’ learning (Edwards & Edick, 2013). Candidates could be asked to
provide artifacts that represent the characteristics of culturally responsive pedagogy (Gay,
2010) as part of the application or interview process as well. A collaborative effort between
the administration, human resources, and the hiring committees would be required to make
this work, but surely some evaluative materials could be created to facilitate a much more
meaningful process for faculty recruitment and hiring in regards meeting diverse students’
needs and transforming the institutional culture.
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Staff Development with Professional Value

As many colleges do, the research site has a promotion process through which faculty
are assessed on many criteria to move through the ranks. Early promotion applications require
that faculty have gone above and beyond the basic requirements of service to their
department, division, institution, and the community. Faculty members strive to demonstrate
their contributions in each area on the rubric, which bolsters service to the college and its
programs through active engagement and broad-based participation. Just as the college has
indicated that the students should take a course that counts towards a diversity requirement,
the faculty should demonstrate their commitment to diversity and inclusion as a part of the
professional development and engagement that is formally recognized in the promotion
process. In doing so, there would be a dramatic increase in the participation in efforts around
diverse student engagement. At this time, faculty from many disciplines do not see campus
events or professional development opportunities related to diversity as relevant to their work.
For example, math, science, and technology faculty commonly express that diversity topics
are better suited for people in literature, humanities, or social science. This belief serves as
another barrier to wide participation and investment in this work; however, giving
involvement increased professional value through a formalized evaluation with incentives will
dramatically improve perceptions of its worth. Although some of the interest generated might
initially be related to scoring points on a rubric in order to be promoted, greater involvement
would undoubtedly lead to more exposure to ideas, awareness of issues regarding the Black
student experience, dialogue about solutions, and a change in the culture of the institution.
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When faculty hold fast to romanticized notions of how schooling used to be, racist
mindsets may be present in the form of culturally sanctioned beliefs and may seem to be a
normal part of the institutional culture (Ladson-Billings, 1998). At the research site, there is a
multicultural fellowship in which faculty participate in diversity training and complete a
diversity project, but only a fraction of faculty has applied for the program. If educators feel
that professional development in culturally relevant and responsive pedagogy is offered to
them in a way that is removed from the other professional development areas, many are likely
to ignore it. However, if it becomes a part of the faculty evaluations and promotion rubrics
along with other areas, such as contributions to instruction and institutional service, it will
become an accepted, integral aspect of professional development and no longer viewed as
peripheral. These types of changes affecting how diversity and inclusion efforts appear within
the institutionalized structures and processes would be relatively easy to make and would lead
to major improvements on perceptions of their worth.

Readily Available Resources

Multiple participants mentioned that it would be helpful to have resources specifically
addressing culturally relevant and responsive pedagogy at the community college. Although
there are many helpful resources out there, Paul Gorski’s (2015) Multicultural Education
Pavilion, which is an online resource for diversity, equity, and social justice education,
focuses specifically on meeting the needs of diverse students and can be a valuable resource.
A similar resource could be created in order to address the needs of diverse students at the
community college; there would need to be information and resources for supporting each
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student group on campus as to increase awareness of their unique needs. This site could
provide a shared lexicon for terms relating to diversity and inclusion, guides for responding to
common issues that occur in facilitating difficult discussions, adaptable activities created by
faculty for classroom use, and professional development activities that are readily available.
Resources that extend from this research would support the common conceptions and
shared aims of culturally relevant pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 2009) and descriptive
characteristics of cultural responsiveness (Gay, 2010), including resources for classroom use
such as strategies for building community, using collaborative learning activities,
understanding cultural integrity, exhibiting high expectations, giving explicit instructions and
models, developing socio-cultural awareness, utilizing counter-story, challenging oppression,
providing academic coaching, sharing cultural capital, and countless others. This would be a
large curriculum project in which the materials housed connect to aspects of culturally
relevant and responsive pedagogy in the community college classroom.

Future Research

Future research that is needed to continue this work should include interviewing and
observing students for their experiences and perspectives related to culturally relevant and
responsive teaching at the post-secondary level, developing and studying pilot programs for
college teacher preparation and credentialing, and faculty professional development designed
to improve effectiveness with and outcomes for diverse students.
A logical extension of this study would be to interview the students to gather further
insights into how the common conceptions and shared aims of culturally relevant pedagogy

270
(Ladson-Billings, 2009), as well as characteristics of cultural responsiveness (Gay, 2010) of
the Dreamkeepers are experienced from their perspectives. The Dreamkeepers study could be
adapted for studying cultural relevance and responsiveness of administrators and staff in the
community college setting in order to continue to develop an even more detailed
understanding of the dispositions and approaches that create an inclusive campus. Additional
faculty could be studied to provide deeper awareness of relevance and responsiveness,
particularly considering approaches to responsiveness vary so widely.
Related studies on how to provide faculty with opportunities to develop culturally
relevant dispositions such as immersion in diverse settings, identification with
marginalization, transformative experiences, and engagement in social justice would inform
faculty professional development. Studies on how to identify faculty candidates who have had
these experiences would help to improve faculty recruitment and hiring processes. Further
examination of ways to move faculty, staff, and administrators from discomfort or apathy to
empathic engagement would address the elephant in the room, but research on how to develop
and adopt a shared lexicon would also be needed to support institutions ready to engage in the
work.
There is still a long way to go before culturally relevant and responsive pedagogy is
the common paradigm, but momentum is building. Further research is needed to continue this
work of making community colleges more effective in providing educational access and
support to all those waiting at the gates, particularly those who have been waiting the longest
and are the most in need of the opportunities that education can offer. The numbers of
Dreamkeepers are increasing as faculty become more aware, knowledgeable, and committed
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to meeting the needs of diverse students; hopefully, the critical mass that is needed will be
achieved and the common conceptions, shared visions, and responsiveness that characterize
Dreamkeeping will become the central paradigms of education.

Summary

Gloria Ladson-Billings (2013) shares her own story of success as instructive; her great
grandfather was born at the end of chattel slavery, and she is an endowed professor of
education today. Those who think the challenges of providing equitable access to education
are too enormous must realize that greater obstacles have been overcome. Where there is a
strong educational opportunity, amazing progress can be made. The most important social
responsibility is to educate the people, and it can be done (Ladson-Billings, 2013). Education
is a public good that is the foundation of society. Democratic societies are fragile works in
progress requiring thoughtful citizenry, belief in democratic ideals, and willingness to
participate (Banks et al., 2001) that must be supported by education for all. In the current
social climate in which the class divide is growing, we are at great risk of furthering the
conceptions of “otherness” derived from socially constructed differences such as race, which
lead to increased suffering for those with the fewest resources and least power. Education that
fosters critical awareness is the only hope to improve quality of life for the masses.
Culturally relevant and responsive pedagogy is not a set of narrowly defined
instructional strategies, but rather shared dispositions toward social justice and responsiveness
to diverse students’ needs that rely on a deep understanding of cultural integrity. There is an
urgent need for the centrality of these pedagogies for the academic success of African
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American students as well as any other students who have not been successful with a more
narrowly focused approach (Ladson-Billings, 1995a). As more faculty join the ranks of the
Dreamkeepers, more progress will be made; a collective presence will make all the difference
(Nieto, 2005). It is the ongoing work of the Dreamkeepers to continue to inch the gate open
evermore widely so that more students can make it through to what remains the promise of
the American dream of freedom, justice, and social mobility.
Faculty must be fully prepared to engage these issues and continue to weave cultural
relevance into the conversations and convictions of all student programs. Student-faculty
interaction has long been understood to be crucial to engaging students in terms of effort and
involvement in productive learning activities (Kuh, 2005). With an increasingly diverse
student population, it becomes even more crucial to build capacity for engaging students
when they reach a level of education where it is up to them to choose to participate and the
stakes are high. It is imperative that institutions of higher education intentionally structure
students’ initial experiences to foster meaningful engagement (Kuh, 2005). This need must be
addressed by a continual effort to shape the culture of the institution so that this level of
engagement is at the heart of all matters, particularly when considering the needs of students
of color who are often disengaged and regularly left at the gate.
Culturally relevant and responsive pedagogy must be a part of how community
colleges do business, not only because it is the right thing to do in order to remove barriers to
full engagement and participation for students from historically underresourced and
underrepresented groups, but also because we can move the needle on student success much
further with a dedicated effort to build capacity in our cultural competence as an institution.
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If the nation’s community colleges need to be more effective in helping more students
complete career, transfer, or degree programs, diversity’s emergence as a strategic priority
makes all the difference in these efforts (Williams, 2013). This activation of change can be
understood to be as much about pragmatism as it is about passion for social justice.
Structural assumptions displacing “the individual from the center of meaning” must be
replaced by a framework in which humanistic education is central (Cherryholmes, 1988, p.
31). The oppression that has long existed as a part of our socializing institutions can be eroded
if we seek to construct ideas with people as our paramount concern. As educators, we must
move beyond traditional frames and innovate to engage students to do the thinking and the
learning, which will lead to enjoyment of the learning process and achievement (Fullan,
2007). At predominately White institutions, students of color are most at risk for being
disengaged, largely due to lack of connectedness, comfort, and trust in the institution and the
faculty; a new approach is needed to raise these students’ self-efficacy, demonstrate concern
and high expectations for their success, and develop positive relationships with faculty and
peers (Fullan, 2007). A more culturally relevant and responsive pedagogical approach offers
hope to change the lives of individual students, the culture of our schools, the society we live
in, and our world. This movement starts with an awakening of educators that will only come
through a much deeper awareness of ourselves, our students, and our purpose.
Figure 5 demonstrates the role of schools as socializing institutions that develop the
awareness of injustices and commitment toward social action and liberation among students
who will compose society.
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Social reconstructivist
approach to develop
awareness of injustices
and comittment toward
social action and
liberation
Schools as Socializing
Institutions:
Develop individuals and
groups as social agents
Students grow-up to
become...

parents, relatives, friends,
classmates, neighbors, and
community members with
cultural integrity
educators, mentors,
coaches, clergy, and
community leaders
furthering social justice
government officials,
public servants, legislators,
executives, and industry
workers striving for equity

5. Schools as liberatory institutions.

Bringing greater awareness of culturally relevant and responsive pedagogy to the
forefront of college initiatives is truly bringing the students’ needs to the center of the
institution. To institutionalize this new addition to the “grammar of schooling,” (Tyack &
Cuban, 1995, p.107) the leadership of the college, the faculty, and the students must engage in
a public dialogue in which cross-culturally relevant engagement is adopted as a core value.
Faculty must come together with diverse student engagement as a common goal that is an
essential part of all student success initiatives, with particular emphasis on the instructional
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approaches and environment of the classroom as the core of the educational experience.
Culturally relevant and responsive pedagogical practices are essential for removing barriers to
participation for students of color (Williams, 2013). A lengthy dialogue must ensue in order to
garner broad understanding, participation, and support for this pedagogical approach among
team members (Tyack & Cuban, 1995). In order to become truly effective in diverse student
engagement and have a positive influence on educational outcomes on a broad scale, we need
to examine, understand, operationalize, and reinforce relevant and responsive pedagogy in
classrooms everywhere, with community college classrooms as critical terrain.

Forward Motion

Although it seems that there is a still a long road ahead at the research site as well as at
community colleges across the country, there has been some forward movement. Since this
study was conducted, several relevant programs have been developed at the research site and
more are in progress. Professional development sessions on culturally relevant and responsive
teaching were developed for adjunct faculty trainings, for those teaching the first-year seminar
courses, and for faculty involved with the summer bridge programs; a student diversity event
and dialogue took place; a professional development course on culturally relevant pedagogy
was created and taught; a database for faculty to share resources on issues surrounding
multicultural education was established; diversity dialogues open to all employee groups are
being offered; professional development experiences to integrate international perspectives
are becoming regular offerings, and the diverse faculty fellows program is growing.
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Professional development in culturally relevant and responsive teaching has been
included as part of an annual conference for adjunct faculty and for those preparing to teach
first-year seminar courses. I co-developed an activity that allows faulty to integrate the tenets
of culturally relevant pedagogy from Ladson-Billings’s (2009) work with the stated outcomes
of their courses, and that activity has been utilized in trainings with first-year seminar
instructors, adjunct faculty, and success course faculty at another area community college.
Attention to cultural relevance and responsiveness is essential to all teaching, particularly in
programs like the first-year seminar that is designed to engage and support students through
their transition to college. At this point, these workshops have been one-time offerings in the
first-year seminar program as many other priorities of the program related to educational
planning and common assignments are taking up most of the time allotted to work with
faculty. Activities related to racial identity and awareness facilitated by the Associate
Provost for Diversity and Inclusion have become a regular part of annual faculty preparation
for the summer bridge programs, although attendance at the trainings has been optional. The
commitment to these professional development offerings may not be consistent at this point,
but they are emerging in multiple programs and will likely become regular components of
faculty development.
Although there have been small-scale diversity events related to creating awareness
about specific topics affecting identity groups on campus, there had not been an event
designed to engage the student body in a dialogue about issues related to diversity and
creating a more welcoming and inclusive environment. A student program, the Comedy Event
and Diversity Dialogue, was developed by a group of college employees taking part of a
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campus leadership institute in 2014-2015. The group was composed of two faculty members,
a manager from institutional technology, an administrative assistant from human resources,
and an administrator from the registrar’s office; I was a part of that group. The team was
intentionally created as a heterogeneous group with membership from diverse leadership
strengths across employee groups, and we were tasked to come up with a project that
addressed an issue on campus and could be completed within the school year. While there had
been an annual diversity symposium for faculty and staff, there had never been an all-campus
student event such as this related to diversity on campus; our group decided it was time to get
students involved.
The group decided to plan an event that would address diversity and inclusion on
campus and seek to create a more welcoming environment for students, so the team was
named Team WU, which stood for Welcoming U. The project design was to hire a
professional comedy troupe to perform on campus, presenting sketches related to diversity
issues, and to have a professor who studies race and cultural relations from a local university
moderate a follow-up discussion. In order to market the event, members of the group and
student workers staffed tables in heavily-trafficked hallways; music with a social justice
theme played at the tables, and passersby received packs of gum with labels that said, “Chew
on this” and included a summary of an incident related to racism on a college campus. The
gum label read, “Extra! Extra! Read All About It…Discrimination Alive and Well on College
Campuses,” and then, “Chew on These Headlines.” Packs of gum had one of the following
headlines:
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University of Oklahoma-video released of fraternity members singing a racist song
about not allowing Black students to join. “…you can hang him from a tree, but he’ll
never sign with me.”
Campuses across the nation found to have “Crossing the Border” and “Ghetto” party
themes, in which White students wear blackface or crawl under barbed-wire fences to
get in.
Asian students at Boston College complain of drunken alumni and students who shout
racial epithets as part of their football game celebrations.
The other side of the pack of gum had a label stating, “It begins with you,” and an invitation
to the comedy show and diversity dialogue. The group advertised the event to the entire
student body and encouraged faculty to ask students to attend and write responses to the event
in order to earn class credit. A student created a diversity-themed shirt for the event
facilitators, and these t-shirts, diversity-themed pens reading “Student Diversity Dialogue: It
Begins with You,” and other prizes were given away to attendees. Songs of protest from
artists spanning the decades, from Bob Dylan to Kanye West, played as students gathered in
the lobby for refreshments before the show started. Students from the Black Student Union
and Latinos Unidos moderated the event and the post-show discussion. The comedy group
presented sketches on stereotypes, bias, and microaggressions in businesses, schools, and
public institutions. The moderator led a discussion on the issues represented in the sketches
and answered audience members’ questions. The event space was sold out with over 400
tickets distributed, and students reported in a feedback form that the content was valuable and
that they were eager for similar opportunities in the future. Students expressed a strong
interest in additional programs on diversity and inclusion, more in-depth discussion of the
issues addressed in the event, inclusion of more serious topics, and other cultural issues
affecting our students’ personal and professional lives, including acceptance of LGBTQ
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populations and religious diversity. Based on the students’ feedback, the group plans to offer
additional events in collaboration with the appropriate campus groups and committees.
At the end of the Spring 2015 semester, I was approached by a team of administrators,
staff, and faculty who were a part of a team called the Academy for Leadership in Teaching,
which was planning professional development opportunities for faculty and staff. I was asked
to co-develop a graduate equivalency course centered on culturally relevant and responsive
pedagogy as part of our professional development offerings. I worked with a faculty member
from human services and an administrator who worked with faculty development and
evaluations to design the course; both of these colleagues had been involved with research
and training focused on culturally relevant and responsive pedagogy. We determined that a
course title about anything that sounded like diversity or multiculturalism might not have
enough appeal due to potential participants thinking it was irrelevant to their practice, so we
titled it, “The Culture of Contextualization: Creating Inclusive Environments, Intentional
Interactions, and Transformative Experiences Across Campus,” as a way to emphasize
integrating course concepts into students’ lives without using any wording that we anticipated
may dissuade anyone from registering. The course was designed to be meaningful for faculty
and staff, and we wanted to design the course so that participants could make useful
applications in any area on campus. The course description summarizes the aim and format of
the course.
This hands-on application course is designed for teaching faculty as well as nonteaching staff to create materials and tools to foster inviting and inclusive
environments and experiences for all students. Exploration sessions will provide
instruction, models, and discussion of the approaches necessary to foster welcoming
and engaging learning and student service environments. Practitioners will then
participate in guided work sessions in which they develop materials and tools that
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promote inclusive spaces, welcoming interactions, responsiveness to students’ needs,
development of self-efficacy, and relevance to students’ lives.
I taught the course for the first time in Fall 2015 as I was writing this dissertation.
Although the course was designed to accommodate staff in service areas of the college, the
seven participants were all faculty members, and they taught art, humanities, health careers,
and nursing courses. Each topic was chosen to provide faculty with an opportunity to reflect
on a concept and create a material or experience that they could immediately begin
implementing in their classes. The topics are overviewed in the catalog description:
This course is designed to equip both faculty and staff with models, materials, and
tools to promote inclusive and engaging spaces and experiences on campus. Through
an exploration of varied “approaches” to engagement, this course challenges college
professionals to recognize and facilitate the dynamics that best support student
achievement. Topics of exploration include: co-constructing welcoming campus
spaces and building community, cultivating inclusivity through intentional
interactions, engaging students in developing their own social capital, using formative
feedback to build self-efficacy, and creating transformative student experiences.
Participants will also have the opportunity to “demo” the materials and tools they
create in the course before implementation and receive constructive feedback from the
instructors and peers.
Although the traditional approach of course readings and written reflections was employed,
some of the discussion took place online as part of the blended class format.
The class meetings were structured so that each session was a workshop. The
participants moved from the classroom to the teachers’ lounge area to have a more intimate
setting for discussing course texts and brainstormed ideas for applications in their courses
together. Then, they worked alone to create drafts of their ideas, which they presented to the
class for additional feedback before completing the final product for later submission. By the
end of the course, faculty had read about, reflected on, discussed, drafted, work-shopped, and
created or recreated materials and experiences for increasing several aspects of inclusivity in
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their courses. The feedback from the faculty who took the course was overwhelmingly
positive, and the course materials are available further development and future offerings.
During the Fall 2016 faculty orientation week, a group of multicultural faculty fellows
shared a multicultural education database as a Blackboard shell for faculty to access and
contribute resources on issues surrounding multicultural education. Although this was a
recommendation of this study, they generated this idea on their own. Their educational
resources database was the result of a year-long experience as multicultural faculty fellows,
which has been an institutionalized program at the college for many years. There are currently
over 50 faculty on campus who have completed a multicultural faculty fellowship. The
fellowship has evolved over the years, but has consistently involved work on racial identity
development as it pertains to teaching, attendance at a conference on race and ethnicity, and a
year-long assignment in which faculty integrate what they have learned into a related
curriculum project with the guidance of the program leaders. The group of fellows who
created the database as their project distributed a card with login information and a
description of the shell as having related “scholarly sources, classroom activities, textbook
suggestions, and more!” Faculty are also invited to “login to post suggestions on the dedicated
discussion thread.” This database is promising as it offers faculty an opportunity to build a
collection of resources specifically related to diversity as it pertains to community college
teaching. Once the database becomes robust, it may be able to be opened up to a larger
audience of community college faculty.
Perhaps one of the most promising developments in terms of having the greatest
influence on the culture of the institution is the upcoming series of diversity dialogues for all

282
employees on campus to discuss issues of diversity and inclusivity on campus. The Office of
Diversity and Inclusion has recruited and trained moderators and invited the entire campus to
participate in a diversity dialogue, with multiple sessions across the Fall 2016 semester. The
announcement invites interested parties to enroll to “participate with colleagues in sessions
that are designed to spark courageous conversations around diversity and inclusion through
addressing concepts such as inclusive/exclusive behaviors, bias, privilege and unintended
impacts of our communication, to name a few.” An outside agency specializing in diversity
was hired to train the facilitators, and seasoned discussion leaders from that agency will be
co-facilitating the sessions with the newly trained facilitators from the college. To increase the
effectiveness of the program, administrators are required to participate in a session as well.
The sessions will illuminate the issues on campus and inform further efforts.
International perspectives of education and other social issues have become a focus of
faculty professional development as well. In the last two years, there have been offerings
devoted to the study of Africa that included opportunities to learn from visitors to the college,
such as Ndere, the Ugandan National Dance Troupe, who educate audiences about traditional
African entertainment and about current issues such as modern farming techniques and
HIV/AIDS, and Anuradha Mittal, an internationally renowned expert on trade, development,
human rights, and agricultural issues who spoke on campus as keynote on an International
Education Summit on teaching global sustainability. In Spring 2016, there was also a panel
discussion on the global refugee crisis sponsored by the Office of International Education,
which included speakers from universities in the area as well as local organizations
representing the concerns of refugees from Burundi, South Sudan, and Khmer. A group of
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faculty also visited Uganda and Rwanda for an international field seminar. In Fall 2016,
sessions on cultural diversity in the middle east and the discourse of resistance in Egyptian
women’s writing were offered for faculty and students. Faculty-led, short-term study abroad
opportunities in several regions and disciplines are continually being developed for students.
For the next two years, programs geared towards study of the concerns relevant to Central
America will be offered, which will include a faculty development course on teaching about
Latin America and another international field seminar opportunity.
The faculty fellow program at the college continues to grow, providing aspiring
faculty from groups historically underrepresented in faculty positions in higher education with
an opportunity to gain teaching experience that will help them attain a full-time, tenure-track
position at the college when a position comes available or at another institution. Although the
faculty fellow program does not reflect diversity in its title, the online description explains
that the program is “an important part of the college’s focus on diversity and inclusion, which
seeks to better reflect the increasing diversity of its student body and surrounding
community.” When the program started in 2014, the Office of Diversity and Inclusion
reported that there were 859 full-time employees at the college, and about 19.5% of those
were minorities, whereas 33% of the district population is composed of minorities, with that
percentage growing. Faculty fellows in the program receive an annual stipend, full benefits, a
professional development allotment, and mentoring while observing a faculty member and
then teaching a reduced load. Faculty fellows also participate in the regular campus and
community-based activities typical for members of their sponsoring department. The 20162017 fellows represent the third year of the program, with two fellows added each year and
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the opportunity for fellows to continue into a second year. Although no fellows in this
program have been hired as tenure-track faculty at this point, there have been positive
outcomes to the fellows and the college. The program has allowed fellows to develop
professional teaching experience and has provided the college with diverse perspectives on
campus as well as valuable feedback on what would make the environment more welcoming
and inclusive.
Although progress may seem to be lagging at times, there is certainly much evidence
that the college is engaging in many efforts that will lead to a cultural shift in the institution
and, subsequently, the larger community. In a time where the political environment is as
polarized as ever on some major issues of civil rights and humanity, education needs to be
relevant, responsive, and supportive of critical pedagogy in order to advance humanity rather
than allow humanity to continue on a path of destruction. Throughout the history of the
United States, Blacks have been striving for educational equity despite great obstacles but
have lacked the economic and political power to control the structure and content of their
educational opportunities (Anderson, 1988). Therefore, the needs and perspectives of the
White elite have shaped the institutions and programs for all students. Some structural
changes such as integration have been made with the goal of equity, but much more
substantive structural, ideological, and pedagogical changes will need to occur for students of
all backgrounds to be well served by their school experiences. This transformation must come
from the critical awareness, responsiveness, and integrity of the people operating within the
educational system itself in order for America to realize the dream of equitable and liberating
educational experiences for all.
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INSTITUTIONAL PERMISSION EMAIL SCRIPT
To: Dr. Marwick, Provost
From: Stephanie Whalen swhalen@harpercollege.edu
Subject: Research Project Involving Culturally Relevant and Responsive Pedagogy in the Community
College Classroom
This email message is an approved request for approval of research that has been approved or declared
exempt by the Northern Illinois University Institutional Review Board (IRB).
Dear Dr. Marwick,
My name is Stephanie Whalen and I am a doctoral candidate at Northern Illinois University. I am
writing to request permission for Harper faculty to participate in my research study about Culturally
Relevant and Responsive Pedagogy in the Community College Classroom. The study will explore
teaching strategies and backgrounds of faculty who are considered to be skilled in working with
diverse student groups. Faculty members will be recommended by students, their advisors, and/or dean
as a faculty member who is highly effective in working with diverse students, particularly African
American students. Students, group advisors, and deans will be asked to nominate faculty, and faculty
members who stand out as using instructional strategies that are relevant to students of diverse cultures
and responsive to their needs will be invited to participate in the study.
If a faculty member decides to participate in this study, he or she will be interviewed for
approximately ninety minutes, three different times, during the Spring 2015 semester. The faculty
member will also be observed in the classroom before the second and third interviews. I would like to
audio/video record faculty interviews and teaching observations and then I’ll use the information to
determine to what extent the characteristics of Culturally Relevant Pedagogy as described by Gloria
Ladson-Billings (2009) and Culturally Responsive Pedagogy as described by Geneva Gay (2010) are
shown in the data. Faculty participants will have an opportunity to discuss and reflect on the data from
the study in a collaborative interpretation session near the end of the semester.
Participation in the study will be strictly voluntary. Any information provided during interviews and
observations will be shared and discussed in a focus group, but only researchers and members of the
focus group will have access to the data and identities will not be disclosed in any resulting
publications without faculty members’ express consent. Please email or contact me at (847) 925-6324
or swhalen@harpercollege.edu to let me know whether you have any concerns about the study as
described. Thank you very much.
Sincerely,
Stephanie Whalen
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Re: Permission to begin Research
Judith Marwick
To:
Stephanie Whalen
Cc:
Katherine Coy
Friday, March 27, 2015 11:27 AM
You replied on 3/27/2015 11:30 AM.
Stephanie,
This sounds like an interesting study and I will be interested in reading your results. I am
comfortable with you asking nominated Harper College faculty to participate in this study
because it is voluntary and because you will first get approval from Harper’s IRB.
Judy
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Approval Notice
Initial Review
13-Mar-2015
TO: Stephanie Whalen
Leadership, Educational Psychology and Foundations
RE: Protocol # HS15-0081 ”Dreamkeepers at the gate: Culturally relevant and responsive pedagogy in the
community college”
Your Initial Review submission was reviewed and approved under Expedited procedures by Institutional
Review Board #1 on 11-Mar-2015. Please note the following information about your approved research
protocol:
Protocol Approval period: 11-Mar-2015 - 10-Mar-2016
If your project will continue beyond that date, or if you intend to make modifications to the study, you will need
additional approval and should contact the Office of Research Compliance and Integrity for assistance.
Continuing review of the project, conducted at least annually, will be necessary until you no longer retain any
identifiers that could link the subjects to the data collected. Please remember to use your protocol
number (HS15-0081) on any documents or correspondence with the IRB concerning your research protocol.
Please note that the IRB has the prerogative and authority to ask further questions, seek additional
information, require further modifications, or monitor the conduct of your research and the consent
process.
Unless you have been approved for a waiver of the written signature of informed consent, this notice includes a
date-stamped copy of the approved consent form for your use. NIU policy requires that informed consent
documents given to subjects participating in non-exempt research bear the approval stamp of the NIU IRB. This
stamped document is the only consent form that may be photocopied for distribution to study participants.
It is important for you to note that as a research investigator involved with human subjects, you are responsible
for ensuring that this project has current IRB approval at all times, and for retaining the signed consent forms
obtained from your subjects for a minimum of three years after the study is concluded. If consent for the study is
being given by proxy (guardian, etc.), it is your responsibility to document the authority of that person to consent
for the subject. Also, the committee recommends that you include an acknowledgment by the subject, or the
subject’s representative, that he or she has received a copy of the consent form. In addition, you are required to
promptly report to the IRB any injuries or other unanticipated problems or risks to subjects and others. The IRB
extends best wishes for success in your research endeavors.
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Subject: Recommendations for Instructors to Observe and Interview: Culturally Relevant and
Responsive Pedagogy in the Community College Classroom
This script is an approved request for recommendations of faculty to participate research that
has been approved or declared exempt by the Northern Illinois University Institutional
Review Board (IRB).
Hello [insert name of student club or organization],
My name is Stephanie Whalen and I am a doctoral candidate at Northern Illinois University. I
am visiting you today to invite you to help me to identify faculty members to invite to
participate in my research study about Culturally Relevant and Responsive Pedagogy in the
Community College Classroom. The study will explore teaching strategies and backgrounds
of faculty who are considered to be skilled in working with diverse student groups. I am
looking for recommendations of faculty members who are highly effective in working with
diverse students, particularly African American students. I am asking students to nominate
faculty, and those who are repeatedly mentioned as a faculty member who stands out as using
instructional strategies that are relevant to students of diverse cultures and responsive to their
needs will be invited to participate in the study after I confer with student group advisors and
deans.
The faculty members who participate in this study will be interviewed for approximately
ninety minutes, three different times, during the Spring 2015 semester. They will also be
observed in the classroom before the second and third interviews. I will audio/video record
your interviews and teaching observations and then I’ll use the information to determine to
what extent the characteristics of Culturally Relevant Pedagogy as described by Gloria
Ladson-Billings (2009) and Culturally Responsive Pedagogy as described by Geneva Gay
(2010) are shown in their teaching. The faculty participants will have an opportunity to
discuss and reflect on the data from the study in a collaborative interpretation session near the
end of the semester.
Remember, recommending instructors for the study is completely voluntary. Instructors will
be honored to be nominated and those who are nominated multiple times may be one of 3-6
faculty members who become part of the study. If you have a recommendation for me or have
any questions about the study, please email or contact me at (847) 925-6324 or
swhalen@harpercollege.edu.
Thank you very much.
Sincerely,

Stephanie Whalen
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RECRUITMENT EMAIL SCRIPT
To: (email will be sent to each participant at their own email address)
From: Stephanie Whalen swhalen@harpercollege.edu
Subject: Research Participation Invitation: Culturally Relevant and Responsive Pedagogy in the
Community College Classroom
This email message is an approved request for participation in research that has been approved or
declared exempt by the Northern Illinois University Institutional Review Board (IRB).
Dear [insert name],
My name is Stephanie Whalen and I am a doctoral candidate at Northern Illinois University. I am
writing to invite you to participate in my research study about Culturally Relevant and Responsive
Pedagogy in the Community College Classroom. The study will explore teaching strategies and
backgrounds of faculty who are considered to be skilled in working with diverse student groups. You
have been recommended by students, their advisors, and/or your dean as a faculty member who is
highly effective in working with diverse students, particularly African American students. Students,
group advisors, and deans were asked to nominate faculty, and you were repeatedly mentioned as a
faculty member who stands out as using instructional strategies that are relevant to students of diverse
cultures and responsive to their needs.
If you decide to participate in this study, you will be interviewed for approximately ninety minutes,
three different times, during the Spring 2015 semester. You will also be observed in your classroom
before the second and third interviews. I would like to audio/video record your interviews and
teaching observations and then I’ll use the information to determine to what extent the characteristics
of Culturally Relevant Pedagogy as described by Gloria Ladson-Billings (2009) and Culturally
Responsive Pedagogy as described by Geneva Gay (2010) are shown in your teaching. You and the
other faculty participants will have an opportunity to discuss and reflect on the data from the study in a
collaborative interpretation session near the end of the semester.
Remember, this is completely voluntary. Any information you provide during interviews and
observations will be shared and discussed in a focus group, but only researchers and members of the
focus group will have access to the data. Your identity will not be disclosed in resulting publications
without your express permission. If you’d like to participate or have any questions about the study,
please email or contact me at (847) 925-6324 or swhalen@harpercollege.edu.
Thank you very much.
Sincerely,

Stephanie Whalen
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INFORMED CONSENT FORM
ADULT (18 or older)
I agree to participate in the research project titled “Dreamkeepers at the Gate: Culturally Relevant and
Responsive Pedagogy in the Community College Classroom” being conducted by Stephanie Whalen,
doctoral candidate at Northern Illinois University. I have been informed that the purpose of the study
is to explore teaching strategies and backgrounds of faculty who are considered to be skilled in
working with diverse student groups. I understand that if I agree to participate in this study, I will be
asked to do the following: participate in three interviews, two teaching observations, and a
collaborative analysis session. I will be interviewed for approximately ninety minutes, three different
times, during the Spring 2015 semester. I will also be observed in my classroom before the second and
third interviews. I also am aware that the interviews and observations will be audio and video recorded
and that the information will be used to determine to what extent the characteristics of Culturally
Relevant Pedagogy as described by Gloria Ladson-Billings (2009) and Culturally Responsive
Pedagogy as described by Geneva Gay (2010) are shown in my teaching. The other faculty
participants and I will have an opportunity to discuss and reflect on the data from study in a
collaborative interpretation session near the end of the semester.
I am aware that my participation is voluntary and may be withdrawn at any time without penalty or
prejudice. If I have any questions about the study or my participation in the study, I may contact
Stephanie Whalen (847-925-6324 or swhalen@harpercollege.edu). If I have any concerns about the
nature of the study, I may contact Dr. Joseph Flynn, Faculty Advisor (jeflynn@niu.edu or 815-7534404). I understand that if I wish further information regarding my rights as a research subject, I may
contact the Office of Research Compliance at Northern Illinois University at (815) 753-8588.
I understand that the intended benefits of this study include the opportunity to reflect on
practice and increase awareness about effective teaching of diverse student groups,
particularly African American students. Consultants who have been involved in scholarship
and research of Culturally Relevant and Responsive Pedagogy will be asked to review the data
along with the faculty participants for collective interpretation and analysis. At the
culmination of the data gathering, this group will be able to discuss selections of transcripts,
field notes, and audio and video recordings to reflect on teaching practices and confirm or
revise my interpretations. In this way, dialogue will lead to gathered wisdom of practice. The
discussion will be video recorded and transcribed for further insights into the interpretation of
the data.
I have been informed that potential risks and/or discomforts I could experience during this study
include concerns about disclosing specific aspects of my practices and beliefs related to my
background and teaching experiences. The researcher has taken steps to minimize the risks of this
study. Even so, I may still experience some risks related to the personal nature of the interview
questions. The questions are sensitive and may make me feel uncomfortable at times.
I understand that all information gathered during this experiment will be shared and discussed in a
focus group called a collaborative interpretation. I understand that, when participating in a focus
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group, confidentiality among members of the group cannot be guaranteed. Only researchers and
members of the group will have access to my data. The researcher plans to publish the results of this
study, but will not include any information that would identify me. My identity will not be disclosed in
any resulting publications without my express permission. There are some reasons why people other
than the researchers may need to see information you provided as part of the study. This includes
organizations responsible for making sure the research is done safely and properly, including Northern
Illinois University. To keep my information safe, the researcher will keep all information collected
through the interviews and observations on a password-protected computer. Names will be changed in
transcripts in order to further ensure confidentiality. Audio and video recordings as well as transcripts
will be destroyed five years after the publication of the study. I realize that Northern Illinois
University policy does not provide for compensation for, nor does the University carry insurance to
cover injury or illness incurred as a result of participation in University sponsored research projects.
My decision to participate or not participate will have no impact on my employment. I understand that
my consent to participate in this project does not constitute a waiver of any legal rights or redress I
might have as a result of my participation, and I acknowledge that I have received a copy of this
consent form.
_______________________________________
Signature of Subject

______________
Date

I consent to audio recording of all interviews, observations, and group discussions.
_______________________________________
Signature of Subject

______________
Date

I consent to video recording of all interviews, observations, and group discussions.
_______________________________________
Signature of Subject

______________
Date
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Three-Interview Series Guide
(Each interview will be approximately 90 minutes each)
Interview Protocol
Each participant will be interviewed on three separate occasions. The observations will take
place in between the series of interviews. The ethnographic interviews will follow a protocol based on
the interview questions in Ladson-Billings’s “Dreamkeepers” study (2009). The questions will be
adapted so that they gather information about the same topics as in the original study, but in ways that
are relevant to the community college setting. The questions included will be used as starters, and
follow-up questions will be asked to get more detail for each response. In addition, I will ask faculty to
tell me a story or share an example to illustrate each response as time permits.
Interview 1-Focused Life History and Teaching Background (90 minutes)
1. Tell me about your personal and professional background. Where did you grow up? When and
where were you educated? When and where did you begin teaching?
(Follow-up questions about demographics of places the teacher has lived, schools attended,
first teaching experiences, demographics of places teacher has worked/taught, special
challenges faced growing up, difficulties in school, or challenges in adult life, etc.)
2. How would you describe your philosophy of teaching? What do you believe “works?”
(Follow-up questions about how philosophy developed, what approaches to teaching work,
what the first day in class looks like, favorite teaching materials and activities, favorite
assignments, stories about a teaching moment that went well and a teaching moment that
didn’t work well, how conflict is handled in the classroom)
3. Can you identify characteristics that African American students bring to the classroom?
(Follow-up questions about first experiences with being the “other” or working with the
“other,” early memories of learning about racial differences, notions about African American
culture and student needs)

Interview 2-More Details about Teaching African American Students (90 minutes)
1. What kinds of things have you done in the classroom that have facilitated the success of your
African American students?
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(Follow-up questions about curricular content and materials related to African American
culture, activities or assessments that generally work well with African American students,
facilitation styles that generally engage African American students, etc.)
2. What kind of teacher training have you had? How much of what you know about teaching
African American students did you learn as a result of teacher training? In what other ways
have you learned about effective strategies for teaching African American students? (Followup questions about exposure to theories about multicultural education, relevant workshops,
institutes, or conferences attended, experiences that have increased awareness or
understanding of how to work with African American students, etc.)
3. If you could change the way we prepare faculty for teaching African American and students,
what changes would you make?
4. What kind of role do you think relationships play in the success of African American
students? How would you describe the kinds of relationships you’ve had with the African
American students you have taught?
5. How do you handle classroom dynamics? Are there aspects of communication and interaction
styles that teachers of African American students should know?
Interview 3-Reflections on Addressing Structural Inequalities (90 minutes)
6. How do you handle the possible mismatch between the resources students are expected to
have to be successful and the resources that students have (for example, textbooks, materials
or supplies, computers, Internet access, flash drives, transportation, time, family support)
7. Do you teach utilizing diverse perspectives and/or a lens that is critical of institutionalized
discrimination? If so, how do you handle the possible mismatch between what you want to
teach and the traditional Eurocentric curriculum and mainstream ideologies in academia?
8. How do you think the schooling experience of the African American students you teach is
different from that of White students? How do you address those issues in your teaching?
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COLLABORATIVE INTERPRETATION INVITATION
Subject: Recommendations for Instructors to Observe and Interview: Culturally Relevant and
Responsive Pedagogy in the Community College Classroom
This script is an approved request for recommendations of faculty to participate in a focus group
session that has been approved or declared exempt by the Northern Illinois University Institutional
Review Board (IRB).
Dear [insert name of Harper and NIU faculty members and administrators involved in professional
development and research related to culturally relevant and responsive pedagogy in college teaching;
this may include faculty involved in the center for teaching excellence, the multicultural faculty
fellows, and other faculty and administrators in relevant programs],
My name is Stephanie Whalen and I am a doctoral candidate at Northern Illinois University. I would
like to invite you to help me to interpret data collected in my research study about Culturally Relevant
and Responsive Pedagogy in the Community College Classroom. The study is designed to explore
teaching strategies and backgrounds of faculty who are considered to be skilled in working with
diverse student groups. I have conducted interviews and observations of faculty members who were
nominated by multiple student groups and their advisors as highly effective in working with diverse
students, particularly African American students.
The faculty members who participated in this study were interviewed for approximately ninety
minutes, three different times, during the Spring 2015 semester. They were also observed in the
classroom before the second and third interviews. I audio/video recorded the interviews and teaching
observations and would like to have a collaborative interpretation session using the data to determine
to what extent the characteristics of Culturally Relevant Pedagogy as described by Gloria LadsonBillings (2009) and Culturally Responsive Pedagogy as described by Geneva Gay (2010) are shown in
their teaching. This collaborative interpretation session will allow the faculty participants to have an
opportunity to discuss and reflect on the data from the study along with a group of professionals
whose professional development and research efforts are relevant.
Please consider joining us to gather wisdom and insights on culturally relevant and responsive
teaching to better engage our students. The collaborative interpretation session will be enriched by the
funds of knowledge you bring to the experience. If you are willing to participate or have any questions
about the study, please email or contact me at (847) 925-6324 or swhalen@harpercollege.edu.
Thank you very much.
Sincerely,

Stephanie Whalen
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COLLABORATIVE INTERPRETATION FOCUS GROUP-INFORMED CONSENT FORM
ADULT (18 or older)

I agree to participate in a focus group related to the research project titled “Dreamkeepers at
the Gate: Culturally Relevant and Responsive Pedagogy in the Community College
Classroom” being conducted by Stephanie Whalen, doctoral candidate at Northern Illinois
University. I have been informed that the purpose of the study is to explore teaching strategies
and backgrounds of faculty who are considered to be skilled in working with diverse student
groups. I understand that if I agree to participate in the “collaborative interpretation” focus
group, I will be asked to review and discuss the data in a collaborative analysis session. This
focus group will be approximately ninety minutes in length at the end of the Spring 2015
semester. The faculty participants and other faculty members and administrators whose work
is related to Culturally Relevant and Responsive Pedagogy will discuss and reflect on the data
from study in a collaborative interpretation session. I also am aware that the focus group will
be audio and video recorded and that the information will be used to determine to what extent
the characteristics of Culturally Relevant Pedagogy as described by Gloria Ladson-Billings
(2009) and Culturally Responsive Pedagogy as described by Geneva Gay (2010) are shown in
the data shared during the focus group session.
I am aware that my participation is voluntary and may be withdrawn at any time without penalty or
prejudice. If I have any questions about the study or my participation in the study, I may contact
Stephanie Whalen (847-925-6324 or swhalen@harpercollege.edu). If I have any concerns about the
nature of the study, I may contact Dr. Joseph Flynn, Faculty Advisor (jeflynn@niu.edu or 815-7534404). I understand that if I wish further information regarding my rights as a research subject, I may
contact the Office of Research Compliance at Northern Illinois University at (815) 753-8588.
I understand that the intended benefits of this study include the opportunity to reflect on
practice and increase awareness about effective teaching of diverse student groups,
particularly African American students. Faculty and adminsitrators who have been involved in
scholarship and research of Culturally Relevant and Responsive Pedagogy will be asked to
review the data along with the faculty participants for collective interpretation and analysis. At
the culmination of the data gathering, this focus group will be able to discuss selections of
transcripts, field notes, and audio and video recordings to reflect on teaching practices and
confirm or revise my interpretations. In this way, dialogue will lead to gathered wisdom of
practice. The discussion will be video recorded and transcribed for further insights into the
interpretation of the data.
I have been informed that potential risks and/or discomforts I could experience during this study
include concerns about disclosing specific aspects of my practices and beliefs related to my
background and teaching experiences. The researcher has taken steps to minimize the risks of this
study. Even so, I may still experience some risks related to the personal nature of the interview
questions. The questions are sensitive and may make me feel uncomfortable at times.
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I understand that all information gathered during this experiment will be shared and discussed
in a focus group called a collaborative interpretation. I understand that, when participating in
a focus group, confidentiality among members of the group cannot be guaranteed. The
researcher plans to publish the results of this study, but will not include any information that
would identify me. My identity will not be disclosed in any resulting publications without my
express permission. There are some reasons why people other than the researchers may need
to see information I provided as part of the study. This includes organizations responsible for
making sure the research is done safely and properly, including Northern Illinois University.
To keep my information safe, the researcher will keep all information collected through the
interviews and observations on a password-protected computer. Names will be changed in
transcripts in order to further ensure confidentiality. Audio and video recordings as well as
transcripts will be destroyed five years after the publication of the study. I realize that
Northern Illinois University policy does not provide for compensation for, nor does the
University carry insurance to cover injury or illness incurred as a result of participation in
University sponsored research projects.
My decision to participate or not participate will have no impact on my employment. I
understand that my consent to participate in this project does not constitute a waiver of any
legal rights or redress I might have as a result of my participation, and I acknowledge that I
have received a copy of this consent form.
_______________________________________

______________

Signature of Subject

Date

I consent to audio recording of focus group discussion.
_______________________________________

______________

Signature of Subject

Date

I consent to video recording of focus group discussion.
_______________________________________

______________

Signature of Subject

Date

